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 Prologue

A chill rain slashes
across the city. The inhabitants huddle in their homes, avoiding
the fury of the elements. Even in Seattle, a storm like this has
never been witnessed. Its wrath grows with every passing minute,
charging the night with hopelessness and despair. Deep in their
souls, where the last vestiges of animal instinct reside, people
sense the storm’s significance: it heralds the coming of evil
incarnate and the destruction of the world.

But not all those trapped
within the tempest fear it. There is one to whom the storm’s wrath
is nothing, in comparison to the evil he has confronted only hours
before. Staring vacantly past the sheets of rain, he is oblivious
to the damp smell of rotting garbage, urine, and vomit in the
filth-laden alley.  Rats battle for shelter in the surrounding
arches and overhangs, but not once do the frenzied creatures
venture near the stranger.

The man is soaked to the
skin. Clothes too big to be his hang upon him like the drapings on
a scarecrow. The black tee shirt and dirty jeans are plastered
against his body by the driving wind and rain, revealing an
athletically lean frame. A long, white coat hangs from his clenched
fist, its bottom dangling in the sodden muck around his bare feet.
He stares unblinking down the length of the alleyway.

Lines pass either side of
his nose, and small crows’ feet branch from his piercing brown
eyes. These are not the marks of age, but of someone who has
laughed often and easily. But his haunted eyes suggest he may never
laugh again. His shoulder-length black hair is slicked back against
his head. Rivulets of rainwater trickle down the sides of his face
and through the dark stubble of a day’s growth of beard, dripping
from his angular jaw and slightly cleft chin. Brilliant flashes of
lightning reflect off a small silver ankh hanging from his left
ear.

Jordan Hanson does not
feel the bitter cold of the storm, though he does sense its evil.
He does not fear the storm; he knows it exists only to pay tribute
to his birth. Deep in thought, he filters through a tangled
kaleidoscope of images. Racing haphazardly through fragments
drifting in and out of murky pockets of memory, he attempts to
paste them together into a pattern his mind can comprehend. But the
process is difficult and agonizing; he desperately wants to shut
down, to surrender to the gnawing hunger of the dark patches
lurking in his subconscious, to find solace in the warmth of the
insanity his mind so urgently craves. Gradually, the storm’s fury
builds. Jordan ignores it; the dead have little to fear.


 Chapter One

He could hear it in the
distance: a persistent electronic droning, echoing endlessly in his
mind. He rolled away from the sound that was irretrievably drawing
him from his slumber, only to be assaulted by the sunlight from the
bedside window, which suffused the inside of his eyelids with a
dull orange glow.

Jordan flailed in an
attempt to silence the high-pitched keening. A half-read novel was
jostled to the floor, along with a watch and a handful of loose
change. The thump and clatter jarred him further from his tenuous
grip on sleep. Irritated, he took another swipe at the alarm clock.
His hand encountered a pair of glasses, which proved less than
aerodynamic, striking the sleeping burnt-orange tabby curled up
next to the night stand. The cat yowled in surprise and darted out
the bedroom door just as Jordan struck the glass of water beside
the clock, tipping it into the bed and across his back.

“Shit,” he grunted,
jolting upright. The sudden rush of blood to his head added an
unpleasant mottled yellow to the orange hue behind his eyelids.
Blearily, he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, trying to recall why
the hell he’d set the alarm on his day off. He glanced over to see
whether Elizabeth was still in bed—she wasn’t, and the sheets on
her side were cold. She was probably downstairs curled up in her
favorite chair, with a cup of coffee and her newest acquisition
from the bookstore.

He reached over to the
night stand, turning off the alarm and pulling it up to his face.
When his eyes finally focused, he wasn’t too pleased with his
discovery.

“Damn.” It was only
seven-thirty, but thanks to the screaming cat and the liquid
pooling in his sheets, there was no way he’d be getting back to
sleep. Jordan slid out of bed and padded across the cold wooden
floor to the bathroom. He and Beth had fallen in love with the old
place when they’d snared it a year ago, but he could never stay
warm in it for long. Still, with the spacious downstairs and the
huge loft bedroom, it was a steal. Not to mention that less than
half a mile behind the house was a small lake nestled in the woods.
Whenever he and Beth had the chance, they would stroll along the
narrow path past the house to the edge of the lake.

Jordan noticed the blurred
image of his glasses on the floor and stooped to pick them up. The
lenses seemed to get thicker every year. He would have to check out
one of those laser eye surgeries before the things got so heavy
that they cut his nose off. That or stop being so squeamish about
putting his fingers in his eyes.

Stepping into the shower,
Jordan ran through the errands he’d meant to finish weeks ago. He
and Sheila had been working on the inventory at the bookstore, and
there hadn’t been time for those little things that always had to
be done. Slowly, he turned the faucet, waiting for the water to
warm up, then bathed himself in a near-scalding torrent. His mind
wandered as the heat seeped into his lethargic muscles.

With the inventory done,
things would be easier for the next couple of months. One of the
perks of working at Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books was that it only
got busy in November and December. Even then, the chaotic
atmosphere was due more to the lack of employees—there were only
three—than to the seasonal shoppers. Still, it was a good job and
paid moderately well. And Jordan had found some unusual reading
material over the years. Beth loved it when he brought home books
on European mythology—one of the few things they had in common was
a passion for history and mythology.

Jordan had promised Beth
that he would make up for being trapped in the store for the last
few weeks, but now she was busy with a new client at her marketing
agency. Lately, they weren’t spending any time together, and the
strain was affecting their relationship.

The water cooled and
Jordan stepped out of the shower, grabbing a thick towel from the
hook on the door. He flinched for a moment as the towel brushed the
black crescent birthmark on the left side of his abdomen. It was
always sensitive after he took a hot shower or stayed too long in
the sun. Annoyed, Jordan glanced down at it. The mark wasn’t that
big—only about an inch long. Years ago, a dermatologist had told
him it was harmless; still, Jordan found the occasional tenderness
disconcerting.

Drying off, Jordan stepped
onto the white digital scale. A second later, it blinked 174. Not
bad, he thought. At six-one, with just a bit of fat on his waist,
the three nights a week at the gym were worth the effort. Balling
the towel in his right hand, Jordan wiped a circle through the
steam on the bathroom mirror. Running his other hand across the
rough stubble darkening his cheek, he figured he could use a
shave—but for today, he would skip it.

He needed a haircut, too.
Yet another thing to add to the day’s list: get the cat fixed, get
the car tuned up, go to the bank, get a haircut...not one of his
more exciting agendas. He and Beth really should go out tonight.
Tomorrow would be Saturday, so she’d be off, and Sheila had the
store for the weekend. They could probably manage some time
together, if he could get the rest of the crap done today. Jordan
tossed the damp towel in a wicker hamper. Heading back into the
bedroom, he rummaged in his dresser for a warm sweater. It was
going to be another cold one.

Jordan pulled on his brown
sweater and a pair of jeans, ran some gel through his hair, then
descended the stairs to the kitchen. The short hallway and steep,
curving staircase were almost too dark to navigate if you didn’t
know them by feel.

“Beth,” he called, “are
you still here?” Glancing into the living room, Jordan saw Beth’s
empty black recliner silhouetted by the window, a book resting
face-down in the seat. Checking the clock on the wall beside the
stairs, he realized it was already past eight; Beth must have left
for work.

The morning gloom was
considerably grayer than usual. After five years in Seattle, Jordan
had come to appreciate the rain. He enjoyed the smell of the air
after a good storm. He especially liked sitting at the living room
window during a really violent thunderstorm and watching the
lightning dance across the night sky.

Jordan considered whether
his stomach was ready to accept the concept of food. Discovering
only a box of two-day-old buffalo wings, some stale bread, an egg,
a jar of pickles, and some questionable milk in the fridge, he
decided he could manage with black coffee.  From the smell,
Beth had brewed some already.

Jordan found his favorite
mug next to the coffee machine. It was an old Dr. Who mug with a
faded lavender picture of the Tardis, which was supposed to
disappear when a hot drink was poured into the mug. Unfortunately,
after too many trips in the dishwasher all that remained was a
faint image that was no longer temperature-sensitive. Basically, it
was just an old, white, chipped cup. Beth used to say he should
just toss it out—that crappy, beat-up things should be thrown away.
Jordan had tried to explain that it had spent many a night with him
in college holding his precious caffeine resources while he crammed
for finals, and throwing it away would have been like disposing of
an old friend. She had dropped it, but her attitude bothered him in
a way he couldn’t quite explain.

Setting his cup amid the
clutter of Beth’s half-finished seashell jigsaw puzzle, a pile of
unopened bills, and the morning newspaper, Jordan noticed a yellow
memo pad with his name written at the top:

Morning, sleepy. Sorry I
missed you, but I thought you might need some rest. I’m going to be
a little late tonight. My supervisor asked me to prepare the
presentation for next week.

Love, Elizabeth

P.S. I didn’t know Dragon
was downstairs, and when I opened the front door he took off.
Sorry. See ya tonight.

“Damn,” Jordan growled,
slamming his hand on the table and jostling his mug. Little
droplets of coffee splattered on the pile of bills and on Beth’s
puzzle. It was bad enough that the odds of them going out tonight
were pretty much zero; now he had to find another time to get the
cat fixed, too. Hell, he didn’t really want to get Dragon neutered
anyway, but Beth, who had never really liked him, was even more
upset after Dragon had found some female cats in the area to
serenade. The midnight concerts had been waking them up ever since.
Jordan was beginning to adapt, and now slept through most nights;
Beth, however, wasn’t. She’d threatened Jordan that if he didn’t
find a solution to the problem, it would be either her or the cat.
But it had taken Jordan weeks to get an appointment with the vet.
God only knew how soon he’d be able to reschedule.

Sighing, he glanced at the
clock. Almost eight-thirty: time to begin the day’s events, sans
cat. Gulping down the last of his coffee, Jordan grabbed his car
keys from the butcher’s block where he’d tossed them the night
before, and retrieved his sneakers from the floor next to Beth’s
recliner.

Sitting down on the
footstool to pull on his shoes, Jordan noticed the title of the
book resting in Beth’s chair: Shades of
Power: a Study in the Myriad Forces of the
Cosmos, by Lord William Ackerman. Jordan
assumed it had come from the bookstore, although he had no
recollection of bringing it home. He thought Dugan had mentioned
the author before. If he remembered correctly, Lord Ackerman was a
demon worshiper.

Paul Dugan’s hobby was the
occult; he had a considerable collection of material at the store.
He said he was fascinated by the ways mankind had tried to gain
control over the world through magic.

Beth claimed to be a
“born-again atheist,” after too many years of Catholic school.
Still, she’d always been curious about creatures who could
supposedly grant miraculous powers to humans. Anything from angels
to leprechauns—though he had never known her to be interested in
demonology.

Jordan tightened his laces
and crossed to the closet at the far end of the living room,
searching for his leather duster. After rummaging through the coats
and jackets under the flickering light of a bad bulb, however, he
opted instead for his black raincoat.

Slipping the coat on,
Jordan flipped off the light switch. As he did, he heard the
all-too-familiar “pop” of the bulb expiring. The only real problem
he and Beth had with the house was the electrical system. Their
light bulbs always seemed to burn out in record time—and they had
to be careful not to have too many appliances running at once, or
the power would shut off throughout the house. Then he would fumble
around in the back of the closet for an eternity trying to find the
electrical panel. He added buying light bulbs to his ever-growing
list for the day, then opened the door to the garage.

Jordan pulled the raincoat
close as the chill inside the garage grasped for him. Absently, he
reached back, checking that he’d locked the door. The smell of damp
earth and the ever-present odor of oil hit his nose. The latter
originated from a crack in the oil pan of the old, faded red Ford
decaying before him.

He’d purchased the car
years ago in college, and something had always been wrong with it,
from the transmission to the brakes.  Recently, he’d hit a
large pothole on the way to work and split the oil pan; now he had
to put in a new bottle of oil every few weeks. Jordan was glad he
and Beth had almost saved up for a new car. Her Jeep was fairly
reliable, but it was beginning to make some disquieting noises, and
Jordan wasn’t sure if he even wanted to acknowledge the Ford as his
anymore. From its dented body to its faded paint job—which actually
rubbed off when you touched it—to the rotting interior filled with
old fast-food bags, Jordan didn’t think it made a good
statement.

Frankly, he would have had
no problem scrapping the Ford. That would make Beth happy. She
probably had some deep-seated fear that he would try to hold onto
it, like the coffee mug. He smiled, imagining the look on her face
if he told her that they couldn’t get rid of his car because he
considered it an old friend. Of course, it would only seem funny
right up to the moment when she kicked him in the nuts.

Jordan opened the driver’s
door and slid into the worn seat. After a few turns of the
ignition, the car coughed and gagged its way to life. Jordan
quickly clicked the garage door opener before the exhaust fumes
could suffocate him. Once he’d given the car a few minutes to warm
up, assuring himself that it might just survive another day, he put
it into reverse and pulled into the gray drizzle.

Jordan turned on the
windshield wipers and cranked the heater; leaning over, he removed
his iPod from the glove compartment and plugged it in. As he drove
downtown, Jordan hummed along with “Hotel California.” He was
beginning to think that he might still have a good day.


 Chapter Two

Jordan continued toward
the heart of Seattle as the storm transformed from a drizzle to a
downpour, punctuated by rumbles of thunder in the distance. He was
oblivious to the fitful staccato of the rain striking the
windshield and the occasional peals of thunder echoing around him.
Soon he was running on automatic, navigating roads he’d driven
countless times before. Lulled by the steady hum of the windshield
wipers and the familiar scenery, his mind wandered.

He found himself mulling
over his relationship with Elizabeth. Most of their conflicts were
minor, but there were some more serious disputes. One evening,
Beth’s girlfriends brought her home so plastered she could barely
stand. At first he’d found it amusing, but after Beth’s friends
left she’d transformed from a giddy, happy drunk to a mean, nasty
drunk. One minute they were joking as he poured her coffee; the
next minute she was ranting that he was a thoughtless asshole who
didn’t know how lucky he was to have her. Seconds later, he’d
dodged her coffee cup as it flew toward his head. Luckily, her aim
was liquor-impaired, and the mug shattered against the refrigerator
behind him. He’d shouted that she was a psychotic bitch and that if
she ever threw something at him again, he would send it back—only
he wouldn’t miss. Jordan couldn’t recall the details of the
argument after that, but at some point Elizabeth had stormed
upstairs and locked the bedroom door. He’d stayed downstairs,
cleaning up the coffee, then curled up on the sofa for the evening.
Frankly, he’d felt safer there.

The next morning, she’d
dragged herself downstairs, sicker than a dog and with one hell of
a headache. He’d asked her if she wanted an extra cup of coffee—one
to drink and one to throw at him. Slumping at the kitchen table,
she’d begun to cry, saying she was sorry and promising that it
wouldn’t happen again.

They had spent hours
talking that morning. Jordan had learned for the first time that
Beth’s father was an alcoholic. She’d spent most of her childhood
watching her father get loaded and then violent. Her mother had
finally dumped the bastard, but the damage was already
done.

After years of abuse, Beth
had discovered she could handle her father’s rages more easily
after a few drinks. She hadn’t intended to get drunk the night
before, but she’d been stressed at work. She thought she could stop
after a couple of drinks. Elizabeth told Jordan that he was the
first boyfriend she’d ever had who treated her like a person, and
she didn’t want to screw things up between them. That was months
ago, and they hadn’t had any major arguments since.

“Shit!” Jordan was jerked
from his reflections by a large gray dog darting across the road.
He slammed on the brakes, giving the animal just enough time to run
by but causing the car to fishtail uncontrollably. Frantically, he
turned the steering wheel and pumped the brakes, only to find
himself doing a one-eighty, ending up stalled in the oncoming lane
of traffic. He glanced up just in time to see a pale pair of
headlights barreling toward him through the rain-slicked
windshield. Desperately, he turned the ignition. It choked once,
then twice, while the other vehicle, showing no signs of slowing,
drew closer. On the third try, the ignition gagged to life. Jordan
gunned the engine, flinging the car into the right lane just as an
eighteen-wheeler tore by with its horn blaring.

Trembling, his heart in
his throat, Jordan continued with his full concentration on the
road. Soon his close encounter was forgotten. Had Jordan been a
little more aware of his surroundings, he might have noticed a few
unusual nuances about the dog. He would have noticed, for example,
that despite the torrential downpour, the shaggy, wolfish animal
was completely dry. Above all, he would have noticed that the sleek
animal’s feet never actually touched the road as it crossed.
Rather, it was somehow suspended about two inches above the highway
and was, in fact, “running” on air.

To Jordan, who had read a
number of occult books, such a sign would have aroused his
curiosity. He no doubt would have taken the time to stop by Dugan’s
store and look up anything he could find about mysteriously
appearing floating dogs. Eventually, he would have run across an
obscure reference, in a dusty volume entitled Spirits and Omens, to an apparition
called a Naztheral: a relatively harmless, though troubled,
wandering spirit. He would have learned that such creatures
appeared only to those in great supernatural peril, as a warning
that the person should alter his plans or face dire consequences.
The spirits were known to appear in the form of a man or woman
clothed entirely in gray, whose feet never touched the ground but
instead floated above it. Of particular importance would have been
the closing remarks: on rare occasions the Naztheral would appear
in the form of a floating wolfhound, but only to those who faced
the greatest evils existing in creation.

. . . .

Jordan arrived at Sir
Speedy’s Auto Service just after ten o’clock, his hair dampened by
the rain, and filled out some general information about the car on
a form. A teenager with severe acne and a name tag announcing that
he was “Abe” directed Jordan to a small, empty, white-walled
waiting room with metal folding chairs and a beat-up coffee table
bearing a pile of rumpled magazines. Attached to one wall was an
old T.V. A decrepit coffee machine sat on a nearby shelf with a
stack of styrofoam cups, below a cheap plastic Garfield clock that
ticked away the hours with its tail. Jordan appropriated the chair
with the least-bent legs and reached over to delve into the pile of
magazines. After a few moments, he sat back with a dog-eared copy
of People.
Slumping into the chair, Jordan propped up his feet on the table
and began to thumb through the rumpled pages, half-listening to a
talk show host droning inanely on the television—something to do
with transsexual lovers and their pets. Concluding that the topic
had little bearing on his life, he tuned it out. About five
magazines and thirty minutes later, “Abe” returned through the
swinging door, reeking of sweat and oil.

“Well, we can fix your oil
pan, Mr. Hanson,” Abe drawled, examining a form attached to his
grease-stained clipboard. “We’ve got that part in stock. But your
starter’s another matter.” With those ominous words, he looked down
at Jordan.

Rising, Jordan could hear
the “ka-ching” of a cash register. Regretting ever having mentioned
the starter, Jordan prepared himself for the inevitable—and always
pricey—list of what needed to be done to his vehicle.

Abe continued, “It’s not
too expensive—only a few hundred for parts and labor, but we don’t
have the part right now. We can call around and get one in today,
but it might take a while. If you want to go home for a couple of
hours or wait around, we can still do it, though.” Jordan was
surprised; compared to the Ford’s usual repair bills, it wasn’t
that bad.

“Nothing else?” he asked
hesitantly.

“Nope,” Abe replied,
fidgeting with the clipboard. “Do you want us to go ahead and try
to get the part today?”

“Yeah, go ahead. I’ll
wait.”

By about two o’clock,
Jordan was extremely bored and dashed over to a McDonald’s across
the street. But with the exception of a knitting supply outlet and
a dollar store, there wasn’t anywhere else within easy walking
distance to kill time, so Jordan returned to the shop. Besides, he
didn’t see any reason to expose himself to the weather more than
necessary. Settling back into “his” chair in the waiting room, his
legs once more on the table, Jordan idly watched a local weather
report. The reporter was a slim redhead who reminded him of his
cousin. Maggie had the darkest red hair he’d ever seen, and blue
eyes. He hadn’t spoken to her in a few months, though.

Maggie had been the only
constant in his life since his parents were killed when he was
four. He didn’t recall much about the accident, just squealing
brakes and a lot of screaming and pain. Later, some men in uniforms
told him he wasn’t going to see his mom and dad again. He’d felt
frightened and empty inside. Then he was herded to a place with
several other children to wait until they could locate his nearest
relatives. But they couldn’t seem to find anyone—at least not
anyone who wanted him. After a few weeks, he was afraid he would
never leave the place with all the other lonely children. Then, one
day, a woman said someone was there to see him. She led him to an
office and introduced him to a lady with long, red hair. He had
never seen hair so red; it seemed to shine with an inner fire. The
new lady had been facing away from him, but as soon as Jordan was
ushered into the room she’d turned and looked straight at him. He
remembered how safe he had suddenly felt, gazing into those pale
blue eyes. Then she’d knelt down and gave him a hug; he remembered
that she smelled of flowers. She whispered into his ear that
everything would be all right; he was safe from the darkness
now.

The woman with the red
hair explained that she was his cousin. It had taken the people at
the home some time to find her, but now she would take care of him.
He remembered climbing into a big car and driving to her home in
Oregon. She lived in a small house out in the woods. He had never
been in the woods before, and all the new experiences helped him
not to dwell on the pain—at least not too often. He would still
wake up screaming sometimes, recalling the accident, but the memory
grew more garbled and distant. He would dream that he’d climbed out
of the burned wreck of the car to find his mother and father
waiting for him, and they each took one of his small hands in
theirs. They didn’t look right, though—their bodies were strangely
bent and dripping with blood and gore. And there were dark,
contorted shapes dancing around the car, moving just outside the
faint glow of the vehicle’s cracked headlights. It felt so
cold—then his father looked down at him. His face was a mangled
piece of meat, the lips completely torn away, his forehead so badly
crushed that gobs of glistening gray-pink matter were leaking
through the jagged rents in his skull. And when he spoke,
congealing strings of blood drooled from the corner of his mouth
and splattered on Jordan’s upturned face.

“We made a promise, your
mother and I,” the grotesque parody of his father croaked, “and
even death can’t break that promise, Jordan. Now go play with your
new friends.” Then the bloody thing that sounded like his father
pushed him toward the twisted, misshapen figures gyrating at the
edge of the light. As Jordan was forced toward them, the shadows
ceased their dance and grew deathly still. He knew that they were
looking at him, into him, hungering for his very essence. Then he
heard his mother rasp, in a voice like shards of glass dragged
across a blackboard, “Like Abraham, we offer our only son to you.”
 The car lights blinked out, and the only illumination
radiated from the eyes of the shadow figures—a spectral, icy blue
emanation that was desolate and all-consuming, devoid of any love
or hope. He felt their smooth, skeletal hands upon his
body—touching him, reaching inside him, grasping for the light that
was his life.

Screaming, he would wake
soaked in sweat to find Maggie there beside his trembling body. She
would hold him and rock him, promising that she would never let the
darkness have him.

Eventually the nightmares
went away. And Jordan recalled only the good memories as he grew up
with Maggie: walks in the woods, tending her gardens, the holidays.
He remembered her helping with his homework, teaching him to drive,
helping him choose a college—so many positive recollections to help
counter the most terrible of all. Maggie kept her promise and made
everything better. She kept the darkness away.

Which is why, Jordan
reflected, he had no excuse for not keeping in touch with her. He
resolved to call Maggie over the weekend. Besides, when he was
through discussing things with Elizabeth, he might need Maggie’s
sympathetic ear—just in case it didn’t go well.

As Abe entered the room
once more, Jordan half-heard a news report about the men who had
held up a bank and killed two people earlier in the week. They had
yet to be apprehended, and the reporter was saying that anyone
having any information that could lead to their arrest should
please call...but Abe was telling Jordan that his car was ready.
 Jordan ignored the rest of the report and followed Abe into
the office area.

Opening his wallet in
search of his credit card, Jordan noticed his paycheck from the
previous night tucked inside. He’d forgotten that Dugan had given
him his check the night before because he had the day off. He still
needed to get to the bank today. Abe gave Jordan his keys and
directed him to his car. Jordan dashed out into the rain. He dove
into the Ford, which started immediately for a change, and pulled
out onto the slick road, hoping he could still make it to the bank
before it closed.

. . . .

As Jordan drove away, a
large dog with an ashen coat trotted from behind the repair shop,
its feet never touching the ground, and stared down the road after
him. The rain fell about it, but it remained dry. It raised its
head, and a deep mournful howl echoed from its shaggy muzzle into
the chill afternoon air. Inside the shop, Abe looked up from his
paperwork to listen to the anguished sound. When it ceased, he felt
as though he’d missed something important. The dog gazed
sorrowfully down the highway for a moment more, then simply faded
into the vaporous mist embracing the road.


 Chapter Three

Jordan pulled into the
parking lot of the First Bank of Seattle just before closing. He
pulled his raincoat tightly around him and climbed out of the car,
sprinting toward the entrance. As the rain pelted him viciously,
dripping down his neck and into his eyes, Jordan realized the storm
had taken on an unpleasant quality since earlier that morning.
There was a chill bite to the wind, and the rain was painfully
cold.

Jordan nodded at the
overweight security guard by the door and proceeded to the teller
windows. His footfalls echoed across the smooth, black-and-white
marble floors of the lobby. Absently, he removed his rain-spattered
glasses and wiped them on his sweater. Glancing up through the
glass-domed skylight, midway between the bank entrance and the
teller windows, he paused for a moment to absorb the spectacle
above. The torrent of rain struck the glass so violently that the
skylight was actually vibrating. The clouds were impossibly black:
ebony masses shifting and churning within themselves. For an
instant, Jordan was mesmerized by the array of bizarre visions
writhing before him.

He was brought back to
reality by a violent peal of thunder reverberating throughout the
bank, followed by a chorus of competing car alarms echoing in the
parking lot. Jordan pulled his eyes from the skylight and proceeded
to the teller lines. The bank wasn’t too crowded, for a Friday. He
assumed the weather was keeping people away. Of the eight windows
before him, four were open, and only a few people were standing at
each.

Jordan chose one of the
middle ones, run by a young man, and stepped into line behind a
woman struggling with a crying toddler. Ignoring the boy’s tantrum,
Jordan stood with his hands in his pockets and casually surveyed
the lobby. As he looked toward the desks scattered on the
periphery, he saw only a handful of people moving about. Out of the
corner of his eye, he noticed three other people entering the bank.
They were wearing matching gray three-piece suits, and Jordan paid
them little attention as he turned back to the teller
window.

He found himself studying
the fine detail of the stonework on the wall behind the teller
line. Whereas many banks had boring paintings or annoying posters
cluttering their walls, The First Bank of Seattle had chosen to
leave visible much of the artwork chiseled into the walls when the
building was constructed in the 1890s. The intricate patterns had
attracted Jordan’s attention the first time he’d entered this
branch. He was drawn to the complex interwoven geometric carvings,
the polished marble floors, and the sculpted floor-to-ceiling
columns in the lobby. He especially liked the domed skylight.
Although the bank was beautifully designed, it exuded about as much
warmth as a mausoleum.

Suddenly, a small
explosion erupted behind him. Jordan’s entire body tensed. He
jerked his head to look behind him, assuming a bolt of lightning
had struck the building. That assumption was dashed as he heard a
man yell, “Everyone stay the fuck where you are or you’re dead!”
One of the men in suits was standing with a gun pointing at the
body of the security guard, lying prone on the floor. A rivulet of
dark blood ran from the guard’s shattered skull. The gunman had a
wild look in his eyes, and his stringy blond hair was plastered to
his forehead. His face glistened with an unhealthy perspiration,
and his hands were twitching. No one made a sound—everyone seemed
to be in shock. The man pointed his weapon in Jordan’s direction
and began walking toward him. Jordan saw from the corner of his eye
that the one of the other men in gray was also moving toward the
teller windows. Holy
shit, Jordan realized, these must be the “Gentlemen Bandits” I heard about on the
news. “Gentlemen” was a misnomer, however;
during each of the half-dozen robberies they had committed in the
Seattle area, they’d left in their wake someone dead or severely
pistol-whipped. They always managed to escape before the police
arrived.

The man moving toward
Jordan was yelling again, spittle flying from the corner of his
mouth as he screamed, “You probably know who the hell we are! And
if you don’t, you can figure out why the fuck we’re here! You
assholes running the windows start giving my friends your money.”
The two other men jumped up onto the counter, each holding a large
black garbage bag. “If you ring any alarms, someone else dies! If
we hear even one siren, someone dies! And if anyone gives us any
trouble”—Jordan turned his head ever so slightly to see the first
gunman now only a few feet away, punctuating each sentence with a
gesture from his weapon—”then someone dies! You watch the news! We
aren’t fucking around, we’ll do it!”

Close up, the gun-wielding
man looked even more maniacal. He was sweating all over, and his
white shirt collar was soaked and had a pale yellow hue to it. The
armpits of his suit were stained, and the cloth was heavily
wrinkled. There were blotches of various sizes and colors on the
coat and on the blue and red pin-striped tie that the man was
wearing. He had a strong body odor, and his eyes exhibited utter
madness. They were rimmed with dark circles, and the whites were
bloodshot. The pupils seemed enormously large, barely leaving
enough iris to reveal that his eyes were blue. Absolute hatred
radiated from those frenzied orbs.

Christ, Jordan thought, this guy probably
swallowed a goddamn pharmacy before he got here.
Jordan could understand now how these men could
kill so callously. If the others were even half as high as this
one, they couldn’t feel their own hands, let alone any remorse.
Thank God no one was giving them any trouble. Hopefully the whole
thing would be over soon.

Jordan’s nerves were
shattered when a blood-curdling wail issued from the kid behind
him. He turned back toward the woman and her child, making eye
contact with her. The woman stared, horrified, past his shoulder
and toward the gunman—then he heard footsteps coming up from behind
him.

“Shut that fucking kid up
now, bitch!” the gunman screamed. Jordan felt the man’s warm saliva
strike his cheek.

Jordan didn’t know why the
child had started howling, but with the gunman now pointing his
weapon at both mother and child, she also started screaming, “No,
please God, no,” a desperate high-pitched mantra. The child’s wail
rose even further in pitch, and with it the gunman’s demented
rage.

“I warned you, bitch!” the
man yelled, stepping past Jordan, his weapon pointed directly at
the child’s head. Oh
God, Jordan thought, he’s going to waste the kid! Jordan
distantly heard himself shout, “No!” as he lunged to his right and
pushed the gunman’s arm upward. He felt the man’s arm vibrate from
the discharge of the weapon. A piece of the stonework emitted a
puff of debris as the bullet ricocheted off the wall. Suddenly,
Jordan felt an explosion of pain erupt from the right side of his
head. The impact of the pistol against his skull sent him reeling
past the woman and child, then spun him around to face the gunman.
His knees were shaking, and he could hear a rushing noise as he
dizzily clutched his head. Thick, warm blood seeped through his
hair. He looked up into the crazed eyes of the gunman, unaware that
the weapon was now pointing at his chest.

“Who the fuck do you think
you are?! Some kind of hero, huh?” The gunman was practically
frothing at the mouth. “Well, guess what, hero?” The last word was
a long sneer. “You’re no hero, you’re just another shithead
statistic!”

The gun thundered once
more, then a sledgehammer slammed into his chest, throwing him off
his feet. For an instant, only his heels brushed the floor, then he
was propelled back toward the teller windows. The world seemed to
slow to half speed. Jordan saw droplets of dark blood fly outward
from the wound that had suddenly materialized in the center of his
chest. They drifted suspended in the air before his eyes, then
slowly plummeted down to splatter on the pristine, checkered
marble. Jordan didn’t even feel himself strike the counter. He slid
to a sitting position, his back up against the short wall, his legs
spread-eagle before him. He stared at his chest in a daze, watching
the blood pulse out. It streamed between his legs and spread around
him on the floor, an ever-expanding crimson rug. Vaguely, Jordan
heard a soft moan, as he feebly placed his hands over the wound in
a futile attempt to staunch the flow. He didn’t realize that the
plaintive whimpering was his own. Feeling his life’s blood pulse
raggedly through his hands, Jordan’s voice echoed in his
mind. Sweet Jesus, I’m shot. Oh, God, he
shot me in the heart! I can feel it! I’m dying!

He watched a pair of black
wing-tipped shoes stride towards him. They halted just before the
soles of his feet. The man was standing in the ever-widening pool
of blood. Jordan slowly tilted his head upward, looking into the
smiling face of his killer.

“See, no hero.” The
gunman’s smile widened like a twisted jester as he raised the
barrel of the weapon directly at Jordan’s left eye. “Just dead
meat.”

A coppery, oily odor
emanated from the gun. Staring into the dark hollow of the weapon,
Jordan glimpsed the faintest movement of the gunman’s finger as he
pulled the trigger. He didn’t hear the sound this time, or feel any
pain. The bullet shattered his glasses, embedding shards of the
lens deep into the side of his face. It entered his eye, blasting
it out in a syrupy cloud, then exited the back of his skull,
splattering blood, bone, and pinkish-gray matter on the wood
paneling behind him. The world vanished into darkness on that side,
and a thick, viscous fluid streamed down the back of his throat. It
felt like mucus, but some distant part of Jordan’s shocked
awareness told him it was his own blood. Jordan tumbled to his
left, but never struck the floor. He just kept falling, the
darkness increasing, spreading across his field of vision. He
spiraled downward, into a vast well of deepest all-consuming night.
There was no pain, no fear, no hope...and still he descended
further into the endless void, into the maw of the
beast.

. . . .

An essence stirs, older
than the universe in which it currently resides. It senses the
death of Jordan Hanson, and his transition over and directly into
its own substance. A consciousness that is made of an infinite
number of others, yet functions as one, prepares for the reshaping
of the clay that was Jordan Hanson into the vessel and tool by
which it shall bring this universe and countless others to their
knees. They prepare for the birth of their greatest and most
fearsome Child and, through him, the ecstasy soon to occur from the
feasting on the body and souls of a world too long held from their
grasp.

. . . .

What once was only a harsh
fall storm erupted into a tempest of utter chaos and destruction,
as the Earth convulsed against the evil that assaulted it. Dark
prophecy had become dreaded reality. The natural order of the world
had been violated, as doors sealed eons past opened, and things
long banished prepared again to roam the night. The storm tore
brutally into Seattle; it was the only way the world could warn
against the coming of the Shadow Child and herald the dawn of
Armageddon.


 Chapter Four

There was no up, there was
no down—just the void. He had been spinning through it for an
eternity, tumbling through the darkness with no point of reference,
no sign to guide him, no beacon in the endless night to show him
the way. He felt a gnawing cold beyond any he had experienced
before. The chill burned deep into his soul—and as it burned,
Jordan felt fragments of himself shatter and plummet into the
surrounding murk. Yet for each piece that splintered off, spiraling
into the forever night, something—a portion of the all-consuming
darkness around him—detached itself from the whole and took the
place of that which once was Jordan.

In his mind’s eye, he saw
himself as a battered patchwork doll floating in the nothingness.
From that oblivion, great hands reached out and sliced away scraps
of his fabric, replacing them with the dark weave of their domain.
Gradually, the new pieces of Jordan grew in number, merging with
him and slithering deep into his soul. As their numbers increased,
he began to gather an awareness of what the void around him truly
was. And with that understanding came a terror that all but drove
the reason and sanity from him.

The dry, brittle voices,
rustling like dead leaves swept down a lonely street, whispered in
his mind. We herald the return of the
once-lost child to our womb, they
chittered around and into him. So many voices whispering the same
phrase, yet Jordan sensed that they thought as one. He did not see
the source of the chorus, nor did he truly hear it, but the essence
of the voices vibrated through his very being. It invaded him, the
tendrils of thought penetrating deep into his shocked
consciousness, binding him, enveloping him. His mind translated
into words the tangled images, the raw power, directed toward him.
With each image of voice, pain and suffering followed—not his pain
and suffering, but that of countless billions on untold worlds
since the beginning of time. Jordan perceived that he was
surrounded by this abomination, suspended within its being. As it
violated the sanctity of his mind, he realized that it enjoyed the
misery and torment—and, most of all, that it was directly
responsible for the terrible atrocities that were brutally thrust
into his consciousness. As the power of the thing spread within
him, Jordan understood that it fed on the nightmares it
perpetuated, reveling in its vile machinations.

“What are you?!” he
screamed mouthlessly into the void. “What do you want from me? What
are you doing to me?” He sensed their pleasure from his
overwhelming dread.

So many questions from our
wayward child; so many questions from our greatest tool.
The force of their words crushed Jordan like a
gigantic press. His spirit was squeezed into an infinitesimal space
by the strength of their will, its will; he was lost in the
terrible power enveloping him. We do not
answer questions of our instruments—but you have been astray. We
would have you understand the reason for your purpose, so that you
might better fulfill our glorious desires.

We have existed since
before the beginning of creation; before the light ever gleamed
into the emptiness of your universe, we have been. We travel from
universe to galaxy, system to world, feasting on the delicacies
that infinity has to offer us. A
kaleidoscope of images flashed through Jordan’s being. Myriad
worlds and realities were paraded before him, verdant creations
drained of hope and life. Empty, sterile worlds and lifeless
galaxies—all perished in horror and agony at the table of the
beast. We have had more names across the
realms of infinity than your meager mind could contain; but for
now, in the breath that is your existence, we shall be called the
Mondragoran.

Numb with horror, Jordan
dimly recalled once reading about something called a Mondragora: a
demon lord, or perhaps a mystical plant. Whatever it was, it wasn’t
anything like this. As the thoughts flashed by, they were washed
away by the savage fury of the thing that called itself the
Mondragoran. As its searing essence slammed into his mind and soul,
Jordan realized that it was not angered but amused by his
confusion. Tasting the dark images that were their delight, Jordan
experienced a thousand painful visions: The first time his ape
forefathers walked upon the land—then attacked and slew one
another. A man wrapped in crude cloth creeping behind his brother
with a rock and shattering his skull out of jealousy. The agonized
cries of the children of a new religion founded on peace and love
echoing across paved courtyards as they were impaled for the sake
of entertainment. Centuries later, the cries of more innocents,
brutally tortured and burned alive by the zeal of the descendants
of peace and love. The quiet footfalls of a cloaked figure,
stalking through damp, mist-shrouded streets, wielding in one hand
a surgical scalpel, craving with the other the sensation of fresh
warm blood spilling between its fingers. The smile of a demagogue
as he ordered millions of men, women, and children suffocated in
chambers filled with gas. The final view reflected in the terrified
eyes of thousands as a great mushroom cloud sprouted in the middle
of their city, followed by winds of fire that snuffed them out of
existence like so many candles on a cake.

These and innumerable
other memories filtered through Jordan, and he understood that
these were images of amusement for the Mondragoran—these were their
pleasures. Jordan’s terror gave way to despair; he was submerged
into evil beyond his comprehension, and was totally within its
power. There was no way for him to escape, for he was not
physically in the void but in something far more fragile. He was
dead, and this was where the spark that was his life had passed
over. His soul floated through the dark dreams that were the
essence of the Mondragoran.

That the only reference
your mind could find for us is some pathetic demon is irrelevant,
but do not ever mistake us for such. We are not summoned at a whim;
we are not bound by any in creation. We are all. It is we who
summon and bind. It is our will that reshapes the clay of genesis
to our liking. That we choose in this time and space to be called
the Mondragoran by you and what was once your race is all that
matters. You are our creation and answer to our desires. You are
both the gate and the key. With but a fraction of our power you
shall prepare the way for us that we may walk upon the mantle of
your world. There will be treasures beyond measure for those who
follow us loyally. For you, our special one, our Child of the
Shadows, for your service, we shall make you god of this world when
we continue with our journeys in the next millennium.
They paused, allowing Jordan a moment to absorb
their visions, and also to ensure that they did not burn out the
fragile light that was his soul from prolonged contact with their
true being.

“How can I help?” Jordan
whimpered. “I’m not anyone; I can’t do anything special for you.
I’m not anything!” he cried in desperation. All he could think was
that he must escape from this nightmarish place, but he saw no way
out of the abyss.

It is there that you are
greatly mistaken, Child of Shadows, they
murmured into his mind, their words rushing through a thousand
charnel houses. You are very special to
us. We have prepared the way for you since before the joining of
the two who would bring you into being. Their seed was mingled
under our direction. For our desires they did conceive you, so your
body could become the vessel for our power.

“No, that can’t be, that
isn’t true!” He felt more of himself die inside at the thought of
his parents following this abomination. “You’re lying to
me!”

Lie? Foolish child, we
have no reason to prevaricate to such as you. That you would
question our will should be the end of all that you are. You could
suffer endlessly here with us—you know this to be true.
Jordan’s soul writhed in agony as the
Mondragoran, in their displeasure, raked their will disdainfully
through his essence. He felt them catch and tear at his memories,
his hopes, his dreams, viciously uprooting his greatest fears and
weaknesses. But as we said, you have been
lost to us, so we shall forgive your transgression. We shall
explain how you are meant to serve us. But do not ever question
what we say, or you will know suffering without hope of
redemption.

The pain beyond all pain
ceased, and Jordan was left to sob piteously to himself as the
Mondragoran continued. Jordan sensed their loathsome, insatiable
desire for his world. He remembered the images of all the other
dead and lifeless spheres left behind the passage of the
Mondragoran. In each and every place we
go, there must be those who prepare the way for our glorious
majesty. Others before you have been chosen, but they were found
wanting, so we discarded them until the most appropriate tool for
our needs could be forged. The twisted
images of the Mondragoran’s failed servants shifted in the
background of their awareness. No longer alive, never to be dead,
always to suffer for their failure at the hands of their dreaded
masters.

Your parents conceived you
under our design, to make you more than any mere human before
you. Jordan psychically gagged as the
Mondragoran revealed to him visions of the grotesque aberrations
that his parents performed prior to and during his conception. He
could never really remember them, but the images burned into his
soul now—the blood, the pain, the creatures—overwhelmed any
remaining hope he might have had, as he realized the vile
circumstances behind his existence.

Your body is a work of our
arts; it is much more than the paltry, fleshy things that your
fellow beings wear. The images of their
despicable pride, the blood of innocents spilled in terror, echoed
through his mind. After your creation,
your parents, our faithful followers and greatest adepts, were to
initiate you in the ways of our chosen. But our followers were
slain before they could begin your education in the true ways. Then
you were lost to us, separated from those who would have continued
your glorious preparation—the preparation by which your body and
soul would become the vessel for our power.

Somehow Jordan dredged up
the meager will to whisper, “How was I to be your
vessel?”

You question us toward
understanding your nature. Jordan mentally
flinched, prepared to feel their dreadful anger pour into him once
again. This is acceptable. When you
understand what you are, you will best be prepared to fulfill your
destiny. Before we can directly manipulate the energies of your
reality, we must eliminate certain barriers that shield your world
from our touch. These obstructions are known as the Foundations,
and it is your duty to destroy them. They reside in your physical
world, however, and it is there they must be sundered so we may
enter. Once there, we can remake all in our image—but until then we
must work through the physical to gain our desires.

In your reality, the flesh
is weak and has proved incapable of bearing the necessary energies
to shatter the Foundations. We found that our vessels would burn
out in your world or lose their sense of purpose, becoming lost in
the corridors of time. Your people came to know our servants under
many names: ghouls, banshees, and a multitude of others, as they
tried to incorporate our failed servants’ existence into their
limited understanding. But all these were ours, inadequate for our
needs as they were. After deliberation, we decided upon your
creation: a vessel born of the physical but prepared so that, in
time, it could be reshaped to incorporate our essence. You were to
become part of us, an extension of our being, capable of fully and
directly bringing to actuality our needs. They ceased once more, to give Jordan time to assimilate
their thoughts. But he no longer needed to adjust. Somehow, he’d
been able to incorporate the nightmarish images that followed their
“words,” and he no longer felt the crushing force of their will
quite so intensely.

“How was I to do this?
I’ve never felt any different,” he cautiously questioned them. He
realized that, if he was to escape them, he must maintain some
control over his fear. Sickened, he also realized that a part of
him now desired and even craved an explanation, no matter the
cost.

You are mistaken; you have
always been different. Upon your twentieth cycle in your world, you
were to be offered to us on the altar of glory.

“I was going to be a
sacrifice to you? How could that help you?”

A tribute, yes, but no
ordinary sacrifice, child. You were to be brought here, to us, upon
your death. Not your physical self, that transitory husk you call a
body, but your true essence, what you call your soul. Once here, we
would infuse you with our being, as we have already done, and then
return your soul, merged with our energy, to its physical shell.
Only that vessel, due to our preparations, will be able to contain
and manipulate the great forces we have bestowed upon you. You will
now have more power than any of our servants on your world. With
their aid, you will easily sunder the Foundations that keep us from
your delicious orb and all the other fruits of your universe. Can
you not feel our immense power already residing in you? We have
raised you above everything in your world. All you must do are a
few simple tasks, well within your capabilities, and we shall give
you immortality and the chance to return to us, to become part of
our glorious being. This offer is given to only a few creatures of
the innumerable realms we have visited. You will fulfill our
glorious desires as you were prepared to do—you have no other
choice! Their infinite force pressed down
once more upon his will, the dark, oily filaments of their being
penetrating his essence, bending his new-found strength to their
foul desires.

From somewhere in Jordan’s
tortured mind, a glimmer of hope flickered, and for a brief moment
he felt the strength to resist sprouting from deep within his soul.
Not knowing how to resist or where to begin, Jordan grasped at the
only thing he could think of that represented good in his mind: the
Lord’s Prayer. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallow—” the rest of
the verse was torn savagely from his mind as though it were never
there. The torment he had experienced earlier returned tenfold,
burning into him with cold fire, crushing his feeble attempt at
rebellion. The Mondragoran simply plucked the verse from his mind
as easily, casually, and brutally as someone might pluck a weed
from a garden. Yet they carelessly left behind a fragment of the
root, a sliver of hope. He felt their fury traverse light years, a
dark rage that had crushed worlds before it.

You dare to defy us! We
created you! We made you what you are and what you shall become!
Pathetic worm, we shall destroy your mind utterly for this; you
will suffer far more than any before you! Did you think your
attempt to summon another into our realm could succeed? You are
ours! Your sentience is preferred, but it is not necessary to our
success!

Their inhuman rage weighed
down upon him, almost grinding his soul out of existence. He was
about to be snuffed out by the terrible ire of the Mondragoran. But
as he suffocated under their savage darkness, slipping beyond
existence, a tiny shimmer of light whispered into his failing will,
his dying soul. “They remade you, but they never created you; the
path is still yours to choose if you have the will to take it....”
Behind the light, Jordan caught a glimpse of hope, a gap in the
being of the Mondragoran—microscopic in size, but an opening
nevertheless. With the last of his failing strength, only a breath
away from extinction, Jordan Hanson clawed for that small promise
with his torn soul, plunged his will into the opening, and found
himself passing through it, out of their grasp. He passed through a
vision of wildflowers, then spilled out into the light and
beyond.

No, this can not
be! the substance of the Mondragoran
raged. None have ever escaped us! None
ever will! Seekers, the Mondragoran howled
to the shadows of their creations, residing deep within their foul
existence, follow and return him to us, so
we can make him die until the end of time! Spiraling, warped shapes, part of the Mondragoran, part of
something long forgotten, reached out and beyond the opening with
razor hooks of thought. They snagged Jordan’s fleeing consciousness
as it passed out of the void; hanging on, they rode through the
ether and into his mind. Their only purpose was to destroy him,
before he could comprehend what had happened to him and what he had
become.


 Chapter Five

A pinprick of light glowed
softly in the distance. It drew ever closer, growing in size, its
radiance increasing.

“Some kind of hero”—a line
whispered in the dark.

“Just another shithead
statistic”—words followed by blinding pain. Still the brightness
escalated, beckoning, offering the possibility of
salvation.

“We have existed since the
beginning of time”—images of despair and horror echoing forever.
The light expanded further, blotting out the night, reeling in the
battered life floating aimlessly in the void. The fragment that
once belonged to a man was enticed by its offer of hope. Twisting
and turning, the speck was plucked from the nothingness and
enveloped by the maelstrom of brilliance. Lured by the siren call
of the light, and drawn to its center with speed a thousand times
beyond that of thought, the ragged piece of humanity had reached
the end of its journey.

Plummeting through the
singularity that was the beginning and the end of the radiance
around it, the awareness was bombarded by words and images without
connection. Pieces of memory echoed within its consciousness:
...let the cat out...a large dog darting across the road...change
rolling across the wooden...Garfield ticking away...need to talk to
Beth...Our Father who art...You’re no hero, just another...You
shall suffer...We made a promise, your mother and I...little
droplets of coffee spraying onto the...darkness all around, no
hope, only...a field of wildflowers...we can fix your...black
figures gyrating at the edge of...a women with red hair reading on
a hill...You are ours...the path is still yours to choose. The ravaged soul was
flung out beyond the light, filled with the silent wails of a
stillborn child.

. . . .

They followed him, hiding
from the pure glow that momentarily suffused Jordan Hanson’s
essence, residing in the newly-created shadows within his soul.
Weakened and damaged by the purity that had enveloped Jordan, they
waited. Their directive was to ensure that he never again became
aware of what he was—to shred the already-fragmented memories of
their prey before he could sew them together. Leaving intact the
functioning form of their host, if possible, they would return to
their masters the tattered remnants of his soul. If this was not
possible, they were to destroy him utterly for daring to refuse the
will of their dreaded overlords. They had no choice but to succeed;
the Masters would not accept imperfection. The penalty for failure
went far beyond the realms of pain and anguish.

. . . .

There was a faint humming
in the background, a low whirring noise that gently vibrated into
his body. Slowly, he opened his right eye. Blinking once, twice, he
forced the milky-white film from his eye. His vision quickly
adapted to the soft, diffused light that permeated the shadows
around him, and he realized that he was lying on his back on a hard
flat surface. Jutting down from a metallic ceiling was a pale
yellow light encased in a dome-shaped piece of glass. His arms lay
flat against his sides, palms down. Methodically, he flexed his
fingers, starting with his pinkies and graduating to his
thumbs.

A harsh, crackling noise
issued from each joint, but was quickly absorbed by the stillness
around him. Rubbing his fingers across the surface he was lying on,
he noted that its texture was smooth and metallic, like the ceiling
overhead. He glanced down the length of his body. From the upper
part of his chest to his ankles, he was draped in a white sheet.
Puzzled, he sat up. His back was stiff, as though the muscles had
been worked hard for a long time. He didn’t even notice as the
sheet slipped down from his bare chest, piling up around his waist.
His thoughts were sluggish, his brain immersed within a thick, dark
fog. He knew questions should be coming to his mind, but they
seemed so distant.

Peering to his right, he
discerned in the faint amber glow the outline of a door. Instead of
the usual doorknob, however, a short rod protruded from its center,
attached to a flat, palm-sized circle of metal. Slowly, he turned.
Four shelves ran the length of the wall before him.

He could now see the
source of the low humming noise. Mounted at the join between the
wall and ceiling were three large fans encased in boxes with wire
mesh coverings. He felt the breeze brush his face, neither warm nor
cool on his skin.

To his left was a metal
gurney. Something almost as long as the gurney itself rested upon
it. The lumpy object was also covered by a white sheet, which
extended around the sides of the gurney. His gaze rested once again
on his bare feet and sheet-enshrouded legs. He flexed his big toe,
which on closer inspection appeared to have a red tag attached to
it.

He reached down with his
left hand, experiencing the same stiff heaviness in his arm as was
in his back when he sat up, and lifted the sheet bunched around his
waist. He peered down at his groin and legs; confused, he wondered
why he was not wearing any clothing. He had clothes earlier—dimly,
he remembered a warm brown sweater. He released the sheet and
glanced down at his chest. In a dream-like state, he ran his right
hand up his stomach, across the black crescent mark, halting at the
ragged edges of a hole punched directly in the middle of his
chest.

He traced the deep
puncture, absently noticing the soft, ragged texture of the wound
and the sticky feel of the fluids at its edges. As he painlessly
inserted the tip of his finger deeper into the wound, an image
seared its way into his mind’s eye. He recalled a face—a twisted,
sweating image—smiling like a deranged Cheshire cat. He was
somewhere else before this room of shadows and steel. He tried to
remember, but his torpid reflections flowed slowly, never quite
connecting. Withdrawing his finger from the hole, he brought it up
to his face. He was mesmerized by the thick, dark blood covering
the tip of his finger. He casually rubbed the viscous fluid between
his finger and thumb.

Another image leaped into
his mind. The same face leaning closer, whispering, an object
raised to his eye. Pain, such great pain. He lowered his hand and
lifted the other up to his left eye. Placing the first two fingers
against the damp socket, he felt only a deep, wet hollow with
sharp, jagged edges. He grasped one of the sharp protrusions and
plucked it from the cavity. Idly studying the splinter of glass, he
realized he was using only one eye to see with—the other no longer
existed. Dismissing the fragment, he allowed it to fall, forgotten,
to the floor.

He brought his now
blood-smeared hand to rest in his lap. Vaguely, he sensed that he
should be screaming, but found that he was incapable of any
reaction. He merely sat in the metal room, staring into space,
trying to recall how he got there and who he was—but no answers
came to mind. If anything, the syrupy fog in his mind thickened,
and he began to wonder why he even desired questions for which to
gain answers. Quietly whispering in the deepest reaches of his
consciousness, but building in volume, he could hear the tittering
of distant voices telling him not to worry. All he needed do was to
allow his mind to continue drifting, let the soothing mist in his
thoughts expand to its fullest, and all would be well.

But the voices were weak,
and still he felt the desire to understand, to remember. Although a
dull pain began to build as he concentrated, he continued his
attempts to recall the twisted, smiling face. The man with the gun.
The man who shot him...shot him in...the bank. Yes, he remembered a
bank; he went there, and they held it up. The men in suits robbed
the bank. He interfered and paid the ultimate price. But there was
more: he was falling, falling into darkness, into...evil. Images
tumbled into his mind: pain, suffering, horrible atrocities, all
committed in their name, for their desires, for the will of the
Mondragoran. He’d escaped from them, to this place, but he couldn’t
stay here—especially as his clouded reason began to infer where
“here” was. He had to run; he must find a place to hide from their
darkness.

Quickly, he reached down
and yanked the red tag from his toe, noting the large “M.E.”
stamped on it as he tossed it onto the floor. Ignoring the
sickening popping noises from his joints, he swung his legs around
to the side of the gurney and eased himself to the
floor.

He swayed there for a
moment, the sheet that had been covering him lying at his feet.
Leaning on the gurney, he tried to regain his equilibrium. Slowly,
he stretched his arms and legs, working the knees, ankles, elbows,
wrists, and shoulders. The popping noises eventually ceased, and
the stiffness began to fade. But the haze crept further into his
mind, trying to distract him from remembering, from acting. With
his continued resistance came a great throbbing in his brain, but
the pain helped him focus his thoughts. Standing there naked,
massaging the stiffness from his neck, he realized that he needed a
place where he could take the time to remember exactly what had
happened to him and who he was.

He needed some clothes—but
other than the sheet-enshrouded table before him, the room was
empty. Looking down at the covered gurney, he noted the outline of
an object under the white sheet: a human-shaped outline.
Impulsively, he grabbed the end of the sheet and yanked it onto the
floor. He was staring into the dull, open eyes of the corpse of a
man in his mid-twenties. Its head was shaven and its forehead
bruised and somewhat pushed in. Apart from that, the body looked
normal, although somewhat pale under the dim yellow lighting. Just
to be certain, he laid his right hand on the corpse’s chest. As he
suspected, there was no movement even after several minutes; the
man was most certainly dead. But unlike him, this man was still
clothed. The body was somewhat bigger than he was—over two hundred
pounds—but the black tee shirt and jeans would fit him.
Unfortunately, though, the man was also barefoot, with a red “M.E.”
tag on his toe.

He began to remove the tee
shirt, struggling to lift the dead man’s stiff arms. Eventually he
succeeded by stretching the arms of the corpse straight up over its
head and simply peeling the shirt up and over them. He tried to
ignore the dread that filled him when he heard the familiar
crackling noise. The black shirt smelled vaguely of liquor, but he
disregarded the odor and put it on anyway. Next, he undid the
corpse’s belt and jeans, pulling them down its legs and off. He
stifled the urge to gag when a strong fecal odor filled his
nostrils. He decided he could do without underwear.

Pulling on the jeans and
tightening the belt to its last loop, he managed to get the pants
to hang at his waist. He patted the front and back pockets, but
they were empty. As he turned away from the body and toward the
door, something shiny near the head of the corpse caught his
attention. He stepped closer and noticed that the man was wearing a
small, finely-crafted ankh in his right ear. Entranced by the
silvery shimmer in the dim light, he felt an overwhelming desire to
take it. He reached out and removed the ankh. Holding it up, he
marveled at the detail engraved in the small ornament. A new part
of him was pleased that he’d taken something just because he
desired it. Turning back, he absently pushed the post through the
unpierced lobe of his left ear. He felt no pain, and not a drop of
blood seeped from the wound. Almost immediately, the ache in his
mind began anew and the dark fog moved in.

Pushing the pain away as
well as he could, he maneuvered around the gurney he’d been lying
on and moved unsteadily toward the door. He grasped the door handle
and pushed on the metal disk. There was a clicking noise, and the
door swung gently outward. A bright, fluorescent outline of light
bordered the edge of the door, then artificial illumination flowed
through the opening. He stared into what looked like an empty
operating room.

A wide metal table
dominated the middle of the room. The surface was recessed, and the
sides sloped inward to a covered drain and two sinks at the end.
Thick yellowish tubes were connected to both basins, with long
pointed metal rods attached. A shorter table was connected to the
side of one sink, with a large scale hung over it. Tall white
cabinets with glass doors, their shelves piled high with white and
green folded cloth, stood against the wall.

He turned to his right,
blearily searching for an exit. Starting toward the door, he
hesitated. Against the wall were a metal cabinet with many wide
drawers and a closed wooden door with a curved metal handle about
shoulder height. A small black label with white lettering listed
the contents of each drawer. Reaching for the one marked “COATS,”
he pulled it open and removed a long white coat. He slipped it on;
it hung just past his knees. He opened another drawer, labeled
“SURGICAL TOOLS.” Inside was a jumble of items: a variety of
scissors—most with serrated edges, long tweezers, a collection of
thin metal probes, a long knife in a leather sheath, a shiny metal
saw with a black handle, an assortment of scalpels, pens, and a
comb. He pulled out a couple of pens and the comb, stuffing them
into his right coat pocket. He then removed the knife in the
leather case. Sliding off the sheath, he examined the edge. It
seemed to be a surgical knife. The handle and blade were one piece,
forged from the same metal. The blade was razor-sharp and over six
inches long. He slid the sheath back over the blade and slipped the
knife into his pocket.

Just above the drawer with
the surgical tools was a smaller drawer labeled “PERSONAL EFFECTS.”
Pulling it open, he removed two sealed, clear plastic bags. One
contained a black wallet, keys, and some change; the other held a
dirty blue denim wallet, a couple of rings, a watch, another set of
keys, and more change. He shoved both bags into his other
pocket.

Finally, he returned to
the closed door. Just below the handle was a deadbolt, which turned
with an audible click. He cautiously pulled open the door and
peered out into a long, wide, blue-gray carpeted hallway. To the
left, a handful of figures milled around where the central hallway
connected with another. To his right, just a few hundred feet away,
there was a pair of sliding glass doors with a large sign above
them, lit in red and labeled “EXIT.” He stepped into the hallway,
his head turned slightly downward to conceal the left side of his
face. The door closed softly behind him. As he turned, he glimpsed
the writing on the door. In large red letters, on a white
rectangular background, it warned, “MORGUE—AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL
ONLY.” He continued down the hallway. Great sheets of rain struck
the doors from outside, and a continuous rumble of thunder was
audible through the glass.

“Hey! You there, stop
where you are!” a deep, authoritative voice yelled from behind,
followed by the sound of feet hurrying down the corridor.
Increasing his pace, he continued toward the glass doors. The path
to the exit was clear.

“Damn it, I said stop!
That means you without the shoes!” the voice shouted again, much
closer this time.

He broke into a run. His
mind screaming in pain, the dark mist twisting within him, he was
yanked suddenly backward, as a large hand grabbed his shoulder from
behind.

“Who the fuck...?” The
rest of the sentence was abruptly cut off as he was jerked around
to face directly into the shocked eyes of a security guard dressed
in black and tan. “Oh, my God,” the horrified guard whispered, his
grip loosening as he stared into the gaping hole where an eye
should have been. Instinctively, the man in the white coat placed
his hand on the guard’s chest and pushed him violently away.
Stunned, he watched as the guard was propelled backward down the
hallway and slammed down with a heavy, sickening thud. The guard
wasn’t moving as several figures ran in from the other end of the
hallway.

He turned back to the
sliding glass doors; his mind on fire, he ran the rest of the way.
They opened with a soft hiss, and he dashed out into a dark side
street in the middle of a tremendous thunderstorm. Clutching his
head in agony, the voices screeching in his mind, he raced down the
street, quickly becoming lost in the alleys as the storm raged
about him.


 Chapter Six

The rain was descending in
torrents. It pounded his head and shoulders, the force of the gale
causing him to hunch down as he hurried through the alleyways. The
downpour slicked his dark, shoulder-length hair against his head;
rivulets of water ran down the side of his face and into his eye,
causing his vision to blur as he found his way through the unlit,
garbage-filled spaces between the buildings around him.

The pain in his head was
almost unbearable. He could still hear the chittering of the voices
in his mind. It felt as though they were digging at the very center
of his brain—no longer simply imploring him to surrender his will
to them, but instead demanding, and with each demand came the
terrific ripping of his senses. The awful cloud in his
consciousness shifted further, scattering his thoughts as he
attempted to regain some sense of mental order—but the only image
that came to mind was the expression of horror on the security
guard’s face at the morgue. He experienced the shock once again as
his simple shove, meant only to push the guard away, instead sent
the man reeling the length of the hallway to hit the floor with
that appalling thump. What kind of monster was he? his mind
screamed. What had they done to him?

He stumbled through a pile
of sodden muck in the alleyway and found himself tumbling
head-first. His arms flailing, he slammed into the rain-soaked
pavement and slid through the water, refuse, and mud into a pile of
garbage bags. Several of the bags fell around him. One struck the
middle of his back, splitting open and spilling its contents all
over him. He lay where he was, face down amid the filth, making no
attempt to move, no longer caring. The rain pelted the back of his
legs, which protruded from under the mound of refuse covering him.
He could smell the trash all around; the stench was almost as foul
as the odor from the corpse when he removed its pants. But now it
was mingled with the sickly, sour smell of rot and
decay.

Lying there, listening to
the thunder explode around him and feeling the rain strike his
legs, he gradually realized that the tittering in his mind had
almost ceased. The voices, as when he first awoke in the morgue,
were once more a distant whisper. The agony in his head was now a
dull, throbbing ache; even the dense mental fog seemed to have
lifted somewhat. The thoughts submerged deep in his subconscious
were floating back to the surface of his mind.

It was as though the shock
of falling, which for that instant drove everything from his mind,
exorcized the voices as well as their accompanying pain. He sensed
they were still there, but they no longer seemed quite as fearsome.
Slowly, he pushed himself up on his arms. He raised his head and
found himself staring through the shadows at several large rats.
Their shining eyes met his; then, with a screech and sudden flurry
of activity, the vermin fled in all directions.

He pulled himself up to a
sitting position and leaned back against the garbage bags, facing
into the alley. He felt much calmer now as he stared into the
night, watching the rain pummel the ground before him. The tall
building behind him must have had an overhang, because when he drew
his legs in and sat Indian-style, the rain didn’t hit him directly.
He was occasionally struck by drops blown by the strong winds of
the storm, but it didn’t really bother him.

He didn’t feel cold,
though he vaguely thought that he should. Normally he would be
freezing at this time of the year, out in the dark, in the middle
of a massive thunderstorm. But he felt fine, neither cold nor warm.
Sitting amid the garbage, he felt a gnawing hunger building within
him. He tried to recall the last time he had eaten.

Removing the now
mud-splattered coat, he wiped the grime from his face and hands. As
he cleaned himself, the pens, comb, and one of the sealed plastic
bags tumbled out of the coat pockets. He bunched up the coat,
shoved it into the hollow of his crossed legs, then reached forward
and retrieved the bag: it was the one with the denim wallet. He
tugged it open and reached in. He fastened the watch on his left
wrist, then opened the wallet and looked inside. He found sixty
dollars in various denominations in the main fold, which he removed
and tucked under his right leg. Rifling through the other
compartments, he discovered a few business cards, a condom, and
finally what he was searching for: a driver’s license. It was a
Washington State license with the face of the bald man in the
morgue and the name Brian J. Addario.

Not realizing that he’d
read the license without the aid of any kind of light, he tossed it
and the wallet into the garbage beside him, then felt around the
bunched-up coat until he found the other sealed bag. Breaking the
seal, he removed the black leather wallet inside. He opened the
main flap and discovered a check tucked next to some bills. He
unfolded the check. It was made out from Paul Dugan to J.M. Hanson
for the sum of seven hundred and thirty-four dollars and sixty-two
cents. Something began to stir in his mind: the answers to the
questions of who he was and what had happened to him.

He slipped the check back
inside the flap and reached into another part of the wallet for the
license that he knew would be there. Removing it, he found himself
staring down at another Washington State license, this one with the
name Jordan M. Hanson. A young man with short black hair, wearing
gold-rimmed glasses with round lenses, smiled back at him. He read
the information on the license, details about the stranger he knew
must be him: height 6’ 1”, weight 185, eyes brown, hair black, an
address at 3062 E. Aspen Road. The information was hauntingly
familiar, but none of it seemed quite real.

He returned the license to
the wallet and continued his search. He found a debit card for
First Bank of Seattle and a Visa card, both with the name Jordan
Hanson—his name. There was also a business card for a local
automotive repair shop, and, tucked away in the last fold of the
wallet, a picture. The color photograph showed him standing behind
a woman, encircling her with his arms, his head resting on her left
shoulder. She was very attractive: a lean, curvy figure, a
delicately featured face with high cheekbones, and long, luxurious,
dark hair cascading past her shoulders. He silently mouthed a name:
Elizabeth. He was beginning to remember. They were lovers; they
lived together in the house on Aspen Road. The memories gradually
emerged through the murk in his head. Smiling, he slid the picture
back into his wallet, along with the money he had tucked under his
leg. He eased the wallet into the right back pocket of his jeans
and unfolded his legs. Rising to his feet, he knew where he had to
go next: he would find his home on Aspen Road, and Elizabeth would
help him remember the rest.

He turned to his left at
the sound of trash cans being knocked over in the flooded alley;
something was running toward him. Grimly, he bent down and removed
the knife from the pocket of the coat at his feet; he was tired of
running. He pulled the leather sheath from the blade and stepped
further into the shadows. The voices in his mind were increasing in
volume and insistence once more. He wondered if something else was
coming to aid them.

When the object of his
fear finally burst into view, he sighed with relief. It was a
brown, rain-soaked mutt, which skidded to a halt when it spied him.
Jordan crouched down, sheathing the knife and sliding it into the
back pocket of his jeans. The sorry creature was thoroughly
drenched, its long, matted fur clinging to its sides.

“It’s okay, boy,” Jordan
whispered, “I know how you feel. You’re just trying to find a place
to hide from the storm.” He patted his thigh. “Come here.” Cocking
its head to one side and whining, the dog eyed him warily. It was
obviously in distress, standing out in the brunt of the storm and
cringing as each violent peal of thunder tore into the night.
Gradually, as Jordan continued patting his leg and calling to it,
its fear eased. After a few minutes, the animal carefully crept
over to him.

A moment later, it sat
facing Jordan, wagging its tail slowly back and forth as he gently
wiped it down with the already filthy lab coat. Every once in a
while, the dog licked the side of Jordan’s face in gratitude. He
felt better being able to help the animal. Doing something
normal—real—helped him feel less disjointed from the rest of the
world. The coat was now totally drenched and smelled of wet dog.
Jordan set it on the ground. The dog was still fairly damp but
seemed much happier. Jordan smiled at the dopey-looking creature
and gently stroked its head, while it stared at him with its long,
sloppy tongue lolling from the side of its mouth.

“Life doesn’t seem quite
so bad, now, does it, boy?” he whispered, gently scratching it
behind both ears. Suddenly, Jordan was aware of a strange, empty,
gnawing hunger within him, as though a great hollow pit had opened
inside him, demanding that he fill it. But it wasn’t food he
desired. The voices in his head had surged back with a great wave
of rending pain. Also, for the first time since he had awoken, the
ravaged hole in the left side of his head hurt and the wound in his
chest was throbbing.

He found himself locked in
place from the agony coursing through his body. Like a macabre
statue, he crouched in the alley with his arms extended and
entangled in the fur on either side of the dog’s head. The animal,
sensing something was wrong, tried to pull away, but Jordan’s
fingers were clenched too deeply into its fur. A fine red haze
settled over Jordan’s vision, as the pain in his head blossomed.
The voices screamed at him to stop.

“Stop what?” he growled
through pain-clenched jaws. “Get out of my fucking head!” He could
feel the vibration of his teeth as they ground against each other
in his torment. The hole in his chest and the gaping wound where
his left eye once was now burned with a cold fire that seemed to be
spreading throughout his body. But worst of all was the terrible
hunger, the insatiable need to feed.

The animal was terrified
now; it barked and growled, trying to bite at his wrists. But
Jordan’s grip locked it into a position that made it impossible for
the animal to actually do him any injury.

Then, like the release of
a great floodgate, Jordan felt something well up from within: a
rolling force that seemed to flow from all parts of his body and
into his hands. But it didn’t stop there; the strange energy
charged through his hands and into the dog. He had no control over
his actions; something else, a desperate animal need, gripped him.
The voices had reached a crescendo in which they were simply one
vast noise echoing in his head, tearing away at the fragile mental
connections he had forged earlier. Pieces of himself slipped away
again as the onslaught against his psyche resumed in full
force.

Meanwhile, the energy
flowing into the now-paralyzed dog had ceased. Disconnecting from
the scene, Jordan saw himself staring into the dog’s terrified
gaze. Each hair on the animal’s body was rigid, as though from a
massive charge of static electricity; every muscle under the erect
fur twitched uncontrollably. Then, suddenly, the energy rushed back
into him—only there was more returning than had left. His own body,
as frozen as the dog’s, prevented him from releasing it. He watched
helplessly as the animal’s life-force was drawn into him, the color
draining from its fur. It didn’t turn gray, but translucent, devoid
of any pigment. Then, like the needles on a Christmas tree too long
without water, the hairs began to cascade around the helpless
creature. Within seconds, a halo of clear filaments lay around the
naked animal. Still the nightmarish scene continued. The animal’s
body drew in upon itself, its eyes pulling deeper into its skull,
the lenses becoming covered by a thick, murky film. The ribs and
bones, especially around the face, became painfully visible as the
skin was drawn tight against its frame. Its jaws were clenched
tight, its lips peeled back in a hellish grin exposing clenched
teeth and pink gums, which rapidly faded to white.

Simultaneously, Jordan
felt a strange tingling sensation around his left eye and the hole
in his chest. The two areas seemed to be pulsing in time with the
energy coursing into him. The pain from those injuries was
dissipating, and the torment of the voices had been overwhelmed by
a euphoria circulating throughout his body. Still the animal’s
desiccation continued. It was now nothing more than a skeleton
encased in dry, pale flesh, its organs withered and sucked up
within it. Its eyes were gone; Jordan now stared into two hollow
pits. The energy flowing into him was no longer a torrent, but
rather a trickle. His hands remained locked on either side of the
head of the cadaverous thing that only minutes earlier had been a
dog. The pulsing in his chest had ceased, and the tingling in his
left eye had faded. Jordan felt the corpse shiver between his hands
as the last of the dog’s life-force flowed into him. Then, with a
barely audible crackle, like autumn leaves crushed between fingers,
the dog’s remains imploded into ash, falling through his hands and
onto the ground. Jordan briefly detected an acrid odor before the
strong winds of the surrounding storm blew away what little dust
remained. The rain absorbed the fine ash within seconds. As Jordan
stared vacantly ahead, arms outstretched, nothing remained to show
that a dog had been there moments before.

He slowly lowered his
arms. In shock, he sat on his haunches, unable to comprehend what
had just occurred. His mind was clouded by a growing darkness, and
he continued to stare at the spot where the animal, the dog he had
called to him, had just stood. There was a dull itch in his left
eye—absently, he raised his hand to scratch it, and stopped as he
realized he was looking at his hand through what should have been a
hole. He closed his right eye, but he could still see his hand,
index finger extended, before his face. He reached under his shirt,
poking at the wound that should have been there, his hand finding
nothing but firm flesh.

Sluggishly, he stood,
taking the lab coat with him; his arms hung to either side, the
coat clenched in his right hand, dragging in the mud. He staggered
out from under the overhang and into the fury of the storm. The
rain assaulted him from all around, but he didn’t notice. He was
beyond shock, beyond despair, perhaps beyond hope. He realized, in
his fog-enshrouded stupor, that the nightmare was not over, that it
had in fact barely begun. The whispering voices, scratching in the
dark recesses of his mind, told him that he need not live the
nightmare; all he needed to do was give himself over to them and
the terrible dream would go away. Jordan glanced down at the dead
man’s watch. Wiping the rainwater from the crystal, he saw that it
was only eight-fifteen. Only a few hours after it happened. It
seemed so long ago.

Fragments once again
drifted haphazardly through his mind. Reason, already weakened by
the earlier events, was now a shredded, torn thing. Something
lurking deep within him reached out and pushed his thoughts further
apart from one another. And as his memories drifted, so did the
pain and his desire to know. He could no longer recall who he was,
how he got there, what had happened only moments earlier—and the
voices in his mind whispered to him that he didn’t really want to
know. His soul was so tired. Why shouldn’t he succumb to the offers
of the voices in his head? It would all be so much easier if
he...an image of flowers on a green hillock, drifting gently in the
breeze, floated into his mind. He could almost smell their
fragrance on the wind. Another voice, different from the others,
softer, caring, further away, whispered to him, “You are not alone;
you don’t ever have to be alone, but to give in to the darkness is
to abandon hope. Without hope there is nothing....” The new voice
was drowned out by the choir of night, but the damage was already
done. The tearing things in his mind had begun shredding the words
and memories just presented, but they could do nothing about the
resolve that those words and images had left behind. He wanted to
remember once more; his hope had been renewed. He reached back into
his mind and began gathering the scattered memories, to take back
what was rightfully his. The struggle was on—a thought, a memory
drifted tenuously within his mental grasp. He reached toward it,
but the darkness tore at him, trying to distract....

. . . .

Jordan looked away from
the watch and lowered his arm. He put the coat back on. Peering up
into the dark sky, as the lightning flashed above him, he listened
to the thunder echoing into the night. He remembered now, he
remembered everything—especially the sense of triumph as the
presence in his mind fled. He knew it would not get in again; he
had closed those doors. He wasn’t quite sure how, but he had. He
was still frightened, but for the moment he had hope and a purpose:
revenge against the creatures that had done this to him. They said
they had given him power. He would take their power, but not for
the reasons they’d provided it to him. He would not be a mindless
pawn in their game; he would be something much more.... They
reached out from the darkness to hurt and maim the innocent; they
destroyed races and worlds with their creatures. So sure in their
power, so certain of their victory. But now he also existed in the
darkness, and he would teach them to fear the very shadows where
they once felt secure.

The storm’s fury seemed to
abate; the rain was now falling gently on his face, the thunder
receding, the lightning less frequent. Jordan wandered down the
alley until it exited onto a main street. In the distance, he saw a
taxi approaching. Only a few street lights were lit, and the taxi
was quite far down the road, but Jordan was not surprised that he
could see the vehicle from such a distance and in the dark. He knew
he would never need glasses again—his vision was better than ever.
One of the many “gifts” of the Mondragoran, he mused. He would have
to remember to thank them.

He flagged down the taxi
when it came close enough. It pulled up alongside the curb, and he
climbed in. The cabbie eyed him warily from behind the wire screen.
“Hey, I ain’t givin’ no free rides,” he grumbled at
Jordan.

“I’m not a bum,” Jordan
replied, withdrawing his wallet and flashing some bills. “I just
got caught in the storm.”

Visibly relaxing at the
sight of the cash, the cabbie’s demeanor improved. “You and half
the city, buddy. So, where to?” he asked, starting the meter
running.

“3062 East Aspen. You know
where that is?”

“No problem, but it’s a
long way.”

“That’s OK,” Jordan
replied. “I’m going home. I still have a lot to do tonight.” The
cabbie pulled back onto the road, executed a U-turn, and drove off
into the night.


 Chapter Seven

A tall, lean gentleman sat
alone in his study, reclining in a high-backed chair upholstered in
rich red velvet and examining an array of documents spread before
him on a polished and immaculately-kept oak desk. He wore a dark
blue silk shirt and loose-fitting black silk pants. His deep
red-orange hair, hanging past his slender shoulders, was pulled
back and drawn into a tail starting at the nape of his neck, held
in place by a silver clip in the shape of two entwined serpents. He
sported a thick goatee that came almost to a point and was the same
rich color as his hair; not a strand of gray marked the passing of
almost fifty years. Long, thin eyebrows arched up to a high,
unlined forehead, framing piercing blue eyes. His complexion was
the tone of fine porcelain. His features were delicate; they would
be almost effeminate if not for his aquiline nose. Everything about
his manner spoke of culture, refinement, and power. Nothing
external revealed the kind of monster Lord William Ackerman truly
was.

Idly, he tapped his
well-manicured fingers in time to Bach’s Fifth Brandenburg, which
was playing on the stereo behind him. The first rays of dawn
filtered through the stained-glass window behind his chair, and the
soft light played across his desk, highlighting the rich grain of
the wood. He was reviewing the annual reports of the various family
businesses, studying which had exceeded their required profit
margins and which were lagging behind. He did not concern himself
with losses: those he employed had long since learned that things
happened to those who lost money for the estate of Lord
Ackerman.

Reaching past the
paperwork, he removed a cigarette from a small, finely wrought,
gold-leaf box before him. Picking up a pewter lighter that
resembled a squatting gargoyle, he flipped a lever behind its head,
and a small flame erupted from its sneering mouth. He lit the
cigarette, taking a long pull and drawing the rich smoke deep into
his lungs. He allowed the vapor from the fine Turkish tobacco to
trickle slowly from his mouth, simultaneously inhaling it back
through his nose.

The cigarette between his
thin lips, he pushed the chair and himself away from the desk and
stood up. Softly, he paced the perimeter of the room, feeling
between his toes the pile of the lush Persian rugs scattered about
the mahogany floor. His eyes panned over the hundreds of rare books
and documents that crammed the bookcases on each wall, all relating
to religion and the occult. He halted at a section of wall covered
with weapons—daggers, swords, spears, sacrificial knives,
instruments of torture—the last two of which he had put to frequent
use.

In reverence, he laid his
slender hands atop a square glass case, which sat upon an iron
pedestal below the array of death-dealing devices. In it rested his
most prized possession, worth more to him than all his vast
fortune: a manuscript of only a few dozen pages, hand-written in
the twelfth century, a direct translation of a far older document
originally prepared in Sanskrit. He had discovered it in his youth
when he was just a dabbler in the occult—a spoiled playboy, who
squandered millions of his family’s considerable wealth to finance
his twisted perversions as he traveled the globe.

By the time Ackerman was
twenty-five, he had already performed a dozen human sacrifices,
bathed in the blood of virgins, tasted the flesh of men, and
witnessed the summoning of something that an obscure Haitian cult
claimed was a minor demon. But still he craved more power, and
proof that something existed in the darkness that could grant him
his most hellish desires. Then one day he heard a rumor of a
document discovered by a renowned German practitioner of the black
arts: a scroll that told of a force existing outside this universe,
an entity of unfathomable malevolence that would grant powers
undreamt of to those who gave it access to this world. Most
importantly, the manuscript gave detailed instructions for the
necessary procedures and rituals to contact the essence of this
great beast—a living nightmare whose names were legion, but which
the translation stated would be known in this universe as the
Mondragoran.

It had been a minor
difficulty to have the sorcerer killed and the prize brought to
him. It had taken a half-dozen assassins highly trained in both
occult and martial arts, two of whom had died in the attempt, to
overwhelm the old man. But the document was retrieved and brought
to him before ever having been used. Ackerman had personally killed
the surviving mercenaries, assuring that no one would ever discover
that the manuscript had come into his possession.

Soon after acquiring it,
he’d made careful preparations, according to the vellum, to contact
the dark gods beyond the veil. The first step had been easy: to cut
all ties with any he claimed to love. He was to care for none but
the Mondragoran. Within a week, his parents had a tragic boating
accident, leaving their vast wealth to their first-born son and
younger daughter to share between them. Not long after their
funeral, he paid a nocturnal visit to his dearest sister. He took
her to a secret place in this very building, a place which at the
time had served as a guest house. She had screamed for days in that
soundproof room before he’d allowed her to die. Next, he’d had the
appropriate room constructed, built on the site where his sister’s
soul had perished, in which he could commune with his future
masters. It was simple in design, without decoration, save that the
walls were to be painted in the blood of newborns. After meeting
certain requests of a South American associate, he was able to
obtain the necessary shellac.

The next requirement had
been to find the thigh bone of a virgin at least seventy years of
age, to serve as the support for a specially-constructed crystal.
Probably the hardest of the necessary components, he’d eventually
located a convent in northern Italy with a Mother Superior who met
the criteria. She disappeared a week after he learned of her.
Finally, a crystal cut to certain specifications was mounted in one
end of the thigh bone, while the other end was inserted into the
floor directly in the center of the room. After several sigils,
depicted in the manuscript, were engraved in the black marble
centerpiece and candles made from the fat of young women had been
hung from each corner of the room, he had been ready to call to the
Mondragoran.

At midnight, naked and
smeared in the blood of an innocent, he had cried out to them from
that small sanctuary of evil—and they had answered. They had come
in all their dark glory and he had given himself totally to them.
In return, he became first among their few remaining adepts, two of
the greatest of whom had perished only a few years earlier. They
had ordered him to find more loyal followers who would aid in their
cause, and he did so. He founded a cult known as the Children of
the Shadows, an order over which he presided as High Priest. In
time, he built a name for himself as a master of the occult. But
the dark claims to his name, none of which could be proved by the
officials of any of the nations in which he had resided, had only
helped him gather more followers. His order was now spread around
the world, with disciples in most major cities, in almost every
nation. All of them answered to him, in body, mind, and soul. Every
few years he would release a new book, sugar-coating and blurring
in euphemisms the doctrine of the Mondragoran, and after each
publication he gained even more initiates.

Meanwhile, his Masters had
given him access to mystical powers of considerable strength. He
took absolute control, with his new abilities, of the reigns of the
family fortune. He absorbed new companies, expanding his financial
empire. Using the occult arts, he was able to discover the
weaknesses of his opposition and exploit them in their darkest
hours. Those who stood in the way of his desires had a nasty habit
of dying rather unusually or simply disappearing without a trace.
Within a decade, he had quadrupled the family fortune and was a
force to be reckoned with in the European business world. He was
powerful, more so than anyone could imagine, and soon he would have
access to that greatest power that he most desperately craved: the
might of a demigod. This strength would be granted to him when the
Shadow Child of the Mondragoran shattered the mystical Foundations
that protected this universe. They had told him it would be his
duty to train their Child of Night to break this world’s protective
wards.

A thin smile, revealing
perfect white teeth, showed through his pale pink lips. Soon, he
thought, all that he had ever desired would be his. Walking back to
his desk, he sat down, extinguishing the remainder of the cigarette
in a brass ashtray.

Leaning forward with his
elbows on the desk, his chin resting atop his interlaced fingers,
he reveled inwardly at his achievements. Over twenty years of hard
work, but so much to show for it: a financial empire that at its
present rate of achievement would be worth billions more within a
few years; a devoted worldwide following, numbering in the tens of
thousands; dozens of the elite residing on these very grounds, who
ran the day-to-day trivial matters of the order, including the
necessary rituals and sacrifices, and also served as his own
personal, and exceptionally effective, bodyguards or assassins.
Patience did have its rewards.

Sitting up, he began
shuffling through the paperwork once more. He had only a few hours
before he was due to meet with the Prime Minister up at the main
house. It would be a pity to keep the distinguished gentleman
waiting.

Hearing three soft but
firm knocks on the oak door of his study, he stopped and looked up.
“Enter,” he commanded in a deep, resonating voice. The door opened
immediately, and a young, petite, dark-haired woman with azure eyes
entered. She was dressed in white silk pants and a sleeveless green
blouse with a low neckline. Her name was Eve, and she served as
Ackerman’s personal secretary. But most of all, she was his eyes
and ears to all that occurred within the order of the Children. She
stood straight, her hands steady at her sides, yet he could sense
that she was agitated. She was flushed from the curve of her ample
breasts, up her neck, and into her cheeks. He found this
surprising; he had seen her cut the throat of many a man and woman
without batting an eye.

With considerable control
of her expression, she said only a few words: “My Lord, they call
you.” A simple statement, but it imparted more than any casual
listener could comprehend. The phrase could mean only one thing:
the crystal in the Chamber of Communion was glowing, a sign that
the Mondragoran required his services immediately. Many times he
had communed with them, but always when he had called to them.
Never had they summoned him, though he and his followers knew
exactly what the simple sign of such an invocation would be. Eve’s
uncharacteristic show of emotion now became understandable. Taking
a second to order his thoughts and bury the exhilaration that might
otherwise show through his facade of absolute control, he replied
calmly, “Await me at the entry to the Chamber of Communion; I shall
attend presently.” Eve quietly retreated from the study and closed
the door.

The time has come, he
thought. What only moments before he was contemplating as the
future had become the present. The Mondragoran must be summoning
him to inform him of the arrival of the Child of Shadows, the
living embodiment of their power.

He rose from his chair and
walked out of the study into a Tudor-style hallway with half a
dozen oak doors spaced evenly to either side of him—the sleeping
quarters of his elite Children. At the end of the corridor, he
continued down a rich, cherry-wood staircase to the next floor. The
staircase terminated in a vaulted entry hall; a massive main door
was to his right and a spacious sitting room to his left. Ackerman
proceeded into another wide hallway with large paintings on the
walls; more oak doors on either side led to various offices of the
Order. He stopped at the end of the hallway before an ornate,
floor-to-ceiling mirror. Standing directly in front of it, he said
in a clear voice, “Ackerman, William.” A pencil-thin beam of red
light instantly emerged from the center of the mirror, striking him
in the middle of his chest. The line of light moved up his torso in
a matter of seconds, until it was glowing directly into his right
eye. A soft female voice, devoid of humanity, intoned: “Retina
check verified; entry code within five seconds please.” “Entry code
Apocalypse,” he replied immediately, knowing if the code was not
completed within the required amount of time, the intensity of the
laser would increase to such a degree that it would punch right
through his head. The ruby brilliance suddenly ceased and the
disembodied voice confirmed, “Access permitted.” He turned to his
left; with a soft “shoosh,” a section of the wall about five feet
wide and extending from floor to ceiling slid to the right,
revealing a small, mirrored elevator. Ackerman stepped in and
turned to face the doors as the elevator began its gradual
decent.

He glanced up to the
mirrored ceiling. Watching him through a camera positioned behind
it was one of the Children. Should anyone whom the acolyte did not
recognize somehow manage to bypass the initial computerized
defenses, the disciple would press a button at the console before
him, releasing a deadly nerve gas into the lift—another precaution
to ensure that no one other than the elite of the Children of
Shadows would ever penetrate the innermost sanctum.

The elevator stopped with
a gentle thud, and the doors opened. Opposite the elevator, behind
a row of monitors, stood one of the Children. He was a well-built,
muscular black man in his twenties, with thick, dark curly hair and
deep brown eyes. He was dressed in a white silk shirt, with gray
silk pants tucked into black calf-high leather boots. Hung across
his left shoulder from a leather strap was a small automatic
weapon, upon which his hand rested. His gaze met Ackerman’s; it did
not waver but instead inspected Ackerman as it would any other man.
This was exactly as Ackerman would have it. The lower levels were
personally warded by him, preventing anyone else from using magic
to gain entry, but science and stealth might still allow such an
invasion. Ackerman made certain his acolytes were well-versed in
both magic and science, to ensure that the inner sanctum was
protected from all manner of intrusion. Should this guard ever
allow anyone to pass who did not belong, he had better be dead, or
Ackerman would spend days making him wish he were.

“My Lord, those Children
who were available await you outside the Chamber of Communion,” the
guard informed him with a partial bow from the waist.

“Remain vigilant, my
child,” Ackerman ordered, stepping from the elevator into the
brightly-lit fluorescent corridor. “The time of glory is upon us.”
Ackerman continued down the wide, pearly-tiled, white-walled
hallway, listening to his footsteps echo. Twenty years ago, at the
other end of the guest house, deep past the wine cellars, he had
first dug and constructed the Chamber of Communion. Two years
later, he’d closed off the original access point to the Chamber and
begun building this complex around it, making it the hub from which
everything radiated.

Here was the true heart of
the Order of the Children, the place where Ackerman held his
greatest power. In this complex was the perfect meld of science and
magic: computers to oversee the Order’s businesses; laboratories
where the most complex spells could be conducted; rooms where the
Children could train their bodies and allow their souls to
meditate; sacrificial and torture chambers with state-of-the-art
video and sound systems, allowing everything to be recorded for
later study and amusement; massive storage areas for weapons,
magical components, and equipment; and the latest in electronic and
scientific gadgetry. Here, he and the Children could hone
themselves to the edge of perfection. Here, they were safe from the
world—beyond the reach of man or god, they could commit the
greatest of evils without fear of interruption.

He broke out of his
reverie, having passed numerous doors and hallways. After turning
down several corridors, always spiraling inward, he stood before
two tall metal doors without handles.

“You call, my dark
Masters. I come to do Your bidding.” He bowed his head to the floor
as the two great doors swung silently inward. Looking up, he
proceeded into a room very different from the rest of the complex.
Where before there were only white, sterile floors and walls, he
now entered a vaulted chamber built from great blocks of dark
granite. Eight enormous pillars of red marble, four on each side
and evenly spaced, ran the length of the room. Before each pillar,
facing inward, stood a five-foot-high wrought-iron candelabrum with
five black candles. Burning fitfully, they released a sickly sweet
odor. Ackerman continued down the length of the chamber, the
flagstones cool against the soles of his bare feet. Standing at the
end, to either side of a dark wood door, were eight figures, four
on each side, clothed in inky robes that concealed them
entirely.

Ackerman proceeded toward
the door but stopped before it, both arms outstretched. Two of the
figures, one from each side, quietly stepped forward, unbuttoning
and removing his silk shirt. Two more moved forward and removed his
pants, then retreated to either side of him. Ackerman lowered his
hands to his sides, now naked before the portal. The figure closest
to the door on Ackerman’s right stepped before him; he found
himself looking into Eve’s distinctive blue eyes. Holding a small,
earthen jar in her right hand, she dipped her other hand into it.
When she withdrew it, the tips of her fingers were covered with a
thick, dark fluid. Ackerman closed his eyes, feeling her dab the
lid of his left eye, then the right, with the liquid, quietly
intoning, “Let his eyes see only the will of the Masters.” Next she
touched his left ear, and then the right, pronouncing, “Let him
hear only the will of the Masters.” Finally, she rubbed the liquid
across his lips, saying, “Let him speak only the will of the
Masters.” Then, covering the top of the jar with the palm of her
left hand, she stepped back. Ackerman opened his eyes again, his
tongue flicking out to lick the warm blood. Facing the door,
Ackerman declared in a clear voice, resonating throughout the
chamber, “You call, my dark Masters. I come to do Your bidding.”
With these words, the black door swung inward, and Ackerman strode
alone into the Chamber of Communion.

The instant he entered the
candle-lit chamber, the door closed on its own. He glanced at the
crystal, glowing a dark blue from the top of the thigh bone mounted
in the floor, then knelt on the cold, blood-encrusted floor with
his heels tucked up against his buttocks, his forehead touching the
floor, and his arms outstretched before him, palms down. His eyes
were open; in the periphery he could see the increasing intensity
of the light. Paradoxically, the darkness in the chamber seemed to
deepen as the light intensified, as though the dark blue emanation
was sucking all other light from the chamber. The candles, one at
the center of each wall, still burned, but gradually their glow
seemed to lessen. As the darkness built, the temperature of the
chamber plummeted. It took great discipline on Ackerman’s part to
keep his body from shaking and his teeth from chattering. Within
seconds, the room was plunged into absolute night—a blackness
without any hint of illumination.

Lost and alone, Lord
William Ackerman floated in a great, dark, frigid abyss. As the
oppressive atmosphere began to weigh on what little sanity he had,
Ackerman sensed he was no longer alone; something else had joined
the darkness, becoming one with it. It surrounded him, penetrating
deep into his body, his mind, his very soul; in ecstasy, Lord
Ackerman welcomed the obscenity into him.

Hear our words, Adept, and
know our will, the abomination spoke into
his mind. Its words were followed by images of chaos that washed
into Ackerman, activating pleasure centers throughout his
mind.

“I hear, my Masters,”
Ackerman practically screamed in joy. “Your will is my pleasure and
sole reason for existence.”

Know this, greatest of our
Adepts. The Child of Shadows, our creation, has slipped its leash
and stands in opposition to our will. Ackerman felt their outrage at this offense, as images of
torture poured into him, each more terrifying than the
last.

“How is this possible, my
dread Lords? How could he turn from Your great plan and all the
glory You would offer him?” Ackerman whispered. He was appalled
that a creature with as much power as the Child of Shadows now
walked the Earth in opposition to them.

He was
contaminated—another essence lent him aid at the moment he should
have succumbed to our power. We shall discover the responsible
entity and it shall pay dearly. But first, the Child of Shadows
must be brought to heel once more. Our plans for this world have
been delayed, not countered—but now we shall require the aid of all
our followers, and especially you, to achieve our ends.

“You have only to command,
Masters, and I will do as you desire,” Ackerman simpered, a twisted
corner of his mind calculating how he could turn the traitorous
actions of the Child of Shadows to his advantage.

We sense your pathetic
attempt to hide your desire for even more power. We see your true
aspirations even before you realize them: you would rise above our
Child of Shadows in might. A cold fire
erupted in Ackerman’s head. It surged through his spine into every
nerve and muscle. The pain destroyed all sense of reason, wracking
him with an agony that sent his body into convulsions. He clenched
his jaw with such force that the tips of his teeth were ground
away; a piece of his inner cheek was caught and he bit through it
completely. Blood poured from the wound and sprayed from between
his teeth, as his lips peeled back in a terrible grimace. He pulled
his fists into tight balls, his nails cutting deep into the palms.
Every bone in his body felt as though it might explode at any
moment, but not once did Ackerman beg for mercy. Then, just as
suddenly as the terrible punishment began, it stopped. Ackerman was
once again floating in the dark, free from pain. The frenzied
images of their words floated through his mind; he sensed their
amusement and pleasure at punishing him, but also something
else—perhaps, he hoped, something approaching respect for
him.

You are correct, Ackerman;
we are pleased with you even though you would attempt to keep a
piece of yourself from us. We would not have those who would
command our flock be sheep themselves. Your desire for power and
willingness to do anything to achieve it has served us well. You
have grandiose dreams, Ackerman, but these dreams are
attainable...should you continue to serve us absolutely.
An excitement like nothing Ackerman had ever
experienced bloomed within him. Our Child
already plots against us; he will never regain our favor.
Nevertheless, we have need of him still. His very presence on your
world allows us greater access to it. It is his body we require,
not his mind, and we shall have his soul to punish throughout
eternity for his transgression. He must be brought under control as
soon as possible, before he can learn to command the power we have
given him. We sent our Seekers into his mind to achieve
this—

Ackerman perceived their
servants gibbering in a far-off corner of their reality. They were
in pain beyond comprehension, a suffering that no words could truly
define. Ackerman was surprised—he sensed that his Masters had been
lenient in their punishment. Due to the Seekers’ faithful service
over the eons, their torment and death would last only a few
thousand years.

—and they failed. They
lacked the necessary ingenuity to seize control of a creature such
as we have produced. You, on the other hand, have been quite
creative in the past, and we shall supply you with the necessary
power to overwhelm the Child of Shadows. Once you have gained
control of him, you will give us access to his mind once more, so
that we can completely dominate his will, as we would have before
he managed to escape us. We will then use him to shatter the
Foundations that hold us at bay. In return for your success, we
will reward you as none have ever been rewarded before: we will
transfer your mind and consciousness into the vessel that belonged
to our Child. You, Ackerman, will become our new Child of Shadows;
you will stand at our left while we feast upon your world. When we
are through, it and this universe will be yours to do with as you
please. We need not tell you what will happen should you fail
us.

Ackerman floated in the
night of the Mondragoran in utter rapture. Everything he dreamed of
and more was within his grasp. He had no intention of failing his
Masters, but he knew his powers were not nearly enough to contend
with those that the Child of Shadows might soon learn to
control.

We are pleased that you do
not question your success, Ackerman. Do not fear that you will be
hampered by a lack of power. As we have said, the very presence of
our vessel on your world has already weakened the fabric of your
reality, allowing us to open many previously-sealed gates that have
held some of our darkest creations from your world. All these
creatures will be yours to command, as well as this.

Suddenly, Ackerman felt a
new energy surging into him. It hurt, almost as much as the cold
fire of their punishment, but without the physical effects;
instead, the new power was becoming part of him. His Masters were
imparting him with strength and knowledge that would have taken him
hundreds of years to gather. In the blink of an eye, they had made
him as great and powerful as any sorcerer in history. In a moment,
they were done, and he found himself floating in the void, spent
and sated as never before.

Now you are prepared; just
as our vessel is comprised of our might, you too hold a portion of
our greatness. While it is only a fraction of what our Child of
Shadows can command, his is power without knowledge. He does not
know what he is, what he is capable of, or even how to learn of
such things. You already have the knowledge to command the power we
have given you, and now we have filled your mind with even more
information. Within the next few hours, as your mind and body
assimilate the energy and information with which we have infused
you, you will come to realize and understand the new capabilities
that are at your disposal. At this moment, you are stronger than
our Shadow Child. You will therefore leave this place at once, and
go to the city in America known as Seattle. It is there that our
Child attempts to hide and plot against us. The name of the vessel
he inhabits is Jordan Marcus Hanson—find him and bring him to us,
and your darkest desires will be made reality. Go and do our
will. Ackerman sensed that they were
departing. The twisted essence of their being no longer enveloped
him. He felt the cold floor under his knees, against his face, and
gradually the light from the candles began to seep into the chamber
again.

“I will not fail You,
Masters. Your needs are my desires,” he whispered to the floor.
After a minute or so, the darkness receded from the Chamber of
Communion and Ackerman was bathed once more in the fitful
candlelight. He rose from the floor feeling strong and vibrant,
smiling as he glanced down at his erect member. He had felt a
pleasure beyond anything mere sex could ever attain for him, and he
intended to feel even more very soon. Looking around the room, he
noticed that the candles had burned down to nubs. They were made to
last for hours, and new ones had been placed in the chamber before
he had communed with the Mondragoran. Ackerman turned to face the
closed door. Approaching it, he quietly vowed, “I go to perform
Your will.” The door swung toward him, and Ackerman stepped into
the larger chamber. His acolytes remained standing where he had
left them, as he knew they would. He turned to Eve and she stepped
forward.

“Make arrangements for
myself, you, Peter, Simon, and Genevieve to leave for Seattle,
Washington, within the next two hours. We have business of the
greatest importance to perform for the Mondragoran. I shall explain
the situation to you en route. While you attend to these matters, I
shall be in the Summoning laboratory. I have a gift I wish to
precede us to the States.” Eve nodded. Ackerman continued past her
and the rest of the acolytes and out of the room. After a moment,
Eve and the other black-cowled disciples followed him. None of them
questioned why their high priest would suddenly require the four
deadliest of his elite Children to attend him in Seattle. They
simply accepted and followed his orders, as all good sheep
should.


 Chapter Eight

A midnight blue Jeep
pulled into the driveway of a modest two-story house, as the rain
pounded mercilessly about it. The sky above was a seething mass of
clouds, occasionally lit by flashes of brilliant lightning lacing
through them like silvery capillaries in the murky flesh of the
storm. After each brief flash, a tremendous, booming roar echoed
across the landscape.

The vehicle sat idling in
the driveway, its headlights glowing dimly in front of the closed
garage. The lone figure at the wheel was searching for something in
the front passenger seat. “I took the damn thing with me this
morning,” Elizabeth Summers muttered, rummaging through assorted
papers, magazines, and crumpled fast-food bags. After dumping the
entire contents of the seat onto the floor, and still not finding
the garage-door opener, she flipped open the glove compartment and
began ransacking it. Several maps, a can of tire-inflating foam,
and a broken iPod charger later, she resigned herself to the fact
that the remote was not in the car.

She honked the horn a
couple of times, hoping Jordan might be home and open the garage
from the inside. After a few tries, she gave up. She couldn’t see
any lights on, either downstairs or in the upstairs bedroom. Since
Jordan wasn’t into wandering around in the dark, she doubted he was
there. Great—she’d busted her ass to get home early because she
thought he had the day off. She glanced down at the clock: almost
seven-thirty. He must be working late on that damn inventory
again.

Slipping her purse over
her shoulder, Elizabeth grabbed her leather portfolio and an old
magazine, unwillingly preparing to navigate the treacherous route
around the car and up the slippery steps to the front door.
Sighing, she turned off the ignition and opened the car door, ready
to make her dash to the house.

No sooner was she out of
the vehicle than the icy rain and frigid wind engulfed her. The
force of the gale yanked away the flimsy magazine—which she had,
rather pitifully, been holding over her head as protection from the
elements—whisking it past the driveway and into the nearby
evergreens. The rain instantly slicked her long black hair, pulling
it straight, while the wind whipped it about so it struck the sides
of her face painfully. She stumbled as she crossed the quagmire of
mud and grass that was her front yard, but managed to drag herself
up the steps to the front door without falling.

As she stood at the door,
her purse slipped from her shoulder. Tucking both the purse and her
portfolio under her left arm, she began sorting through the
numerous keys on her key ring with both hands. She fumbled for the
house key in the near pitch-dark with trembling, frozen fingers.
She couldn’t believe this weather. She’d been in storms this
nasty—maybe—but never at this time of the year. Back East in
December, yes, but not Seattle in October. The overhang on the
porch was all but useless; the cold rain still hit her from all
sides. It worked its way down her collar and through the front of
her buttoned raincoat, saturating her gray slacks. The frosty wind
burned her face. At last she found the key. Quickly, she jammed it
into the lock and turned. But no sooner had she cracked open the
door than a terrifying yowl erupted from behind her. Something
small and solid slammed into the back of her left leg as it rushed
past her into the dark house.

“Christ!” she yelled.
Thrown off balance, she fell against the door, which offered no
support as it swung open. She tumbled into the house, the portfolio
and purse flying out from under her arm and into the kitchen. She
could hear papers falling from the portfolio onto the tiled floor
as it, and her purse, sailed into the shadows and thumped against
something. She hit the hardwood floor on her right side, rapping
her elbow sharply and twisting her ankle as she fell. She lay there
for a moment catching her breath and heard a soft, contented
purring somewhere in front of her.

“Dragon! You piece-of-shit
animal, I’m going to wring your goddamn neck if I catch you!” She
could hear the cat licking itself in the darkness of the living
room. The damn animal must have been under the house, just waiting
for that front door to open, she thought, pulling herself up from
the floor. Once standing, Elizabeth slipped her keys into the
pocket of her slacks. Turning, she pushed the door closed, turned
the deadbolt, and hooked the chain, simultaneously flipping the two
light switches to the right with her other hand. The fluorescent
lights in the kitchen flickered on, and a tall, brass lamp to her
left filled the room with a warm, orange glow. She turned and
glared into the living room, searching for the tabby, but it was
nowhere to be seen.

“You’d better hide,” she
muttered menacingly. “If I catch you before Jordan gets home, it’ll
be more than your balls you’ll lose. That’s a promise!” She hobbled
over to the footstool in front of her black leather chair and
gently massaged her ankle, then leaned back, picking up the T.V.
remote from the arm of the chair. She thumbed the remote, and the
forty-two-inch screen popped on. Elizabeth flipped between
channels, finally settling on a local news station and raising the
volume enough so she could catch anything that might be of
interest. She stood up, her ankle no longer throbbing, leaving the
remote on the floor.

As she left the room, she
half-listened to a news report about the “Gentleman Bandits.” They
had robbed another bank, killing two more people. She idly wondered
if the police would catch the bastards before anyone else was
killed. Then she switched on the stereo, found an alternative music
station, and turned up the volume until it drowned out the babble
of the T.V. She hated silence.

Flipping the switch by the
coat closet, she opened the door, but the light was still off. She
flipped the switch again; there was an audible click, but nothing
happened. “Well, there goes another one.” Fumbling for a free
hanger, she finally located one and hung her raincoat on it. Then
she shoved it back onto the long, crowded rod that ran the length
of the walk-in closet. Closing the door behind her, she returned to
the living room and flopped down onto the sofa, facing the
fireplace. She lay there for a minute or two, realized she was too
wet to be comfortable, and finally decided to go upstairs and take
a hot shower. She thought briefly of calling the bookstore to see
when Jordan might be home, but it didn’t seem worth the
effort.

On her way through the
kitchen, she knelt and gathered her notes from that night’s
meeting, which were scattered across the floor. Another dull
conference, she reflected. At work early, back home late; same
shit, different day. God, her life was boring. She shoved the
jumble of papers back into her portfolio and searched for her
purse. Finding it under the kitchen table, she wondered how the
damn thing had cleared the butcher block. She set it on the table
next to the puzzle she’d been working on for the past week.
Randomly, she picked up a piece and glanced over the puzzle. As she
fiddled with the puzzle piece, she noticed a dark liquid splattered
across the jigsaw; the picture was peeling back from the cardboard
in several places.

Then she saw Jordan’s
chipped coffee mug, half-empty, sitting on the table. It didn’t
take a detective to figure out what had happened. In fact, on
closer inspection, she realized there was coffee on almost
everything on the table, from the stack of bills to the note she’d
left for Jordan. “Oh hell, Jordan, couldn’t you at least have
cleaned up your mess?”

She had to admit Jordan
wasn’t that bad. Actually, he treated her better than any boyfriend
she’d ever had. Most of them had been like her father: abusive,
nasty, and stupid. Jordan was the exception; he really was a “nice
guy.” So why didn’t she seem to have any feelings for him lately?
Maybe a “nice guy” wasn’t what she wanted. Maybe he was too
predictable, a little boring. Maybe her biggest problem, she
thought, as she tossed the puzzle piece back on the table and
turned to the stairs, was that she didn’t really know what she
wanted.

At the bottom of the
stairs, she flicked the light switch below the cuckoo clock, but to
no avail: the steep, curving stairway remained dark and foreboding,
yet another casualty of their home’s cursed electrical system.
Running her right hand along the wall to steady herself, Elizabeth
carefully climbed the stairs. Fifteen steps later, she reached the
bedroom door. She hit another switch, and both lamps—one on each of
the short nightstands—sprang to life.

Elizabeth kicked off her
brown pumps and sat on top of an old, metal-banded steamer trunk at
the foot of the queen-sized bed to pull off her damp knee-high
stockings. Leaving them in two tight balls by the trunk, she
stretched her arms, arched her back, then stood and went to the
dresser. Removing her spiral gold earrings, she dropped them into
her glass-topped wooden jewelry case. She set her keys beside the
clock radio and tuned it to the same station that was playing
downstairs. Unbuttoning her white blouse, she stepped into the
bathroom. She tossed the blouse into an open wicker hamper,
followed by her bra, slacks, and panties. As she entered the
shower, she ran both hands through her sodden hair, trying to work
out some of the windswept knots. Soon after, the bathroom was
obscured by a thick cloud of steam. Elizabeth’s pleasant voice
drifted from the shower as she sang along with the
radio.

. . . .

In a graffiti-covered
phone booth, on a street corner deep in the heart of one of
Seattle’s less-reputable areas, a thickly muscled gentleman in his
thirties waited out the sudden thunderstorm in conversation with
his girlfriend. Shielded from the fury of the elements, he whiled
away the time under the pale, yellowish light flickering from the
ceiling of the grimy booth. He was casually dressed and sported a
sparse beard. Facing the vacant street across from him through the
rain-blurred glass of the phone booth, the gentleman did not
concern himself with what was occurring behind him.

Off in the shadows, near a
tall building behind the booth, a patch of murk, rising up a dozen
feet from the ground and several feet wide, suddenly grew darker.
The area of lighter shadow around the patch seemed to shimmer and
twist, the fringe warping the air like the reflection from a hot
road in the middle of summer. Then the dark patch lightened back to
the uniform color of the shadows around it, and the twisting of
reality ceased. Something now stood in the space where the visual
anomaly had occurred. It was tall, vaguely man-shaped, and well
over seven feet high. It was impossibly thin, and its arms, hanging
to either side, were much longer than those of any natural person.
Slowly, it shambled toward the booth. Strangely, the shadows near
the wall seemed to follow the creature, surrounding it, obscuring
it—as though shielding its true form.

After only a few long
strides, it stood within a yard of the telephone booth, but the man
remained oblivious to its presence. The creature slowly drew back
its right arm, its hand clenched in a fist, then suddenly thrust it
forward. The man was still talking when the thin, glistening
hand—three elongated, multi-jointed fingers and a thumb—punched
through the glass behind his head. In an instant, it had opened and
grabbed his head from behind. The palm entirely covered the man’s
mouth and nose, the fingers reaching so far around his head that he
could see the tips of the long, bluish-black talons resting along
the other side of his face. Frantically, he clawed at his face,
trying to pry loose the horrible appendage. He grasped desperately
at one of the fingers with both hands, attempting to bend back the
long, chitinous digit, but to no avail—the finger was rigid and
hard, like a cold steel bar. Terrified, the man struggled, his
hazel eyes bulging with panic. His face turned a blotchy red as he
attempted to breathe, but the wide palm of the creature prevented
any oxygen from getting through. Futilely, the man flailed backward
with his hands, but succeeded only in striking the sides of the
booth: the arm of the creature holding him was too long, and the
beast itself remained outside. His hands caught on the jagged glass
ringing the edge of the hole through which the creature’s arm was
extended. The glass tore deeply into his flesh, and blood sprayed
against the sides of the booth and onto the metal floor.

The man’s struggles became
more frantic as he jerked his body back and forth, trying to break
the monster’s hold. Suddenly, he was wrenched off his feet,
dangling by his head from the creature’s grasp. The tips of his
feet brushed the floor as he whipped his legs back and forth in the
air—then the creature began to squeeze. There was a wet, crunching
noise, and the man’s struggles ceased as thick, dark blood seeped
through the fingers of the creature’s hand. The flow gradually
increased, until it streamed downward to splash onto the floor of
the booth. The thing held the man’s body for a second or two longer
and then savagely yanked it back through the hole in the glass
pane. The body, much larger than the hole, struck the pane,
shattering it and showering the entire vicinity with bits of
broken, bloody glass.

The creature held the
ravaged form several feet above the ground for a moment, as a
thick, long, segmented tail uncoiled from behind the living
nightmare. The bluish-black tail resembled that of a scorpion, down
to the curved, venomous-looking barb at the end. But it revealed
far more flexibility, as it wrapped around the corpse from below,
coiling around its ankles and working its way up around the legs
and torso. The creature slowly unwrapped its fingers and hand from
the ruin that was the man’s head, but the corpse remained
suspended, gently rocking in the embrace of the creature’s tail.
The rain pelted it from all sides, the water and blood mixing and
running down the length of the body to drip off the ends of its
dangling feet.

The wicked barb at the end
of the tail swayed slowly before the corpse’s slumped head, then
suddenly darted forward, plunging into the crushed face and
embedding itself deep into the shattered skull. The tail pulsed,
and the man’s body seemed to puff outward, the skin on the hands
and neck becoming distended. There was a pause, and then more
throbbing from the tail. Gradually, with each subsequent pulse, the
body seemed to suck inward.

Finally, the creature drew
in its tail, the body still coiled within it, and reached once more
into the phone booth. It ignored the receiver hanging from the box,
as well as the plaintive screams issuing from it, and reached down
to pick up the Seattle white pages. It opened the book carefully
between its hands, the rain striking the pages and the wind
ruffling them as the creature flipped through. It paused after a
moment, and with a taloned finger traced down a row of
names:

HANSON Adam

...

James R

Janet

Jeff

Jerry & Alicia

John C

John &
Katherine

Jon

Jordan M 3062 E Aspen Rd
…

It stopped, the tip of its
shiny black claw pushing through several dozen pages. The rain
beating the pavement around the creature echoed into the night,
punctuated by an occasional peal of thunder. Then a new sound split
the air: a thick, guttural gurgle, repeated again and again: the
laughter of the beast. Once again the fabric of reality twisted and
turned around the shadowy man-thing, and the darker patch of night
beside the phone booth blinked out of existence. The mutilated
corpse hung suspended in the air for a moment, then struck the
pavement with a wet, slapping noise. It landed in a crumpled heap
like a punctured inflatable doll.

. . . .

Elizabeth emerged from the
shower wrapped in a thick white towel, steam following her into the
bedroom. Feeling more relaxed, her skin now a fine pink from the
heat, Elizabeth unwrapped the towel and finished drying off. She
tossed the towel onto a chair, removed a pair of black lace panties
from the top drawer of the oak dresser, and pulled them up onto her
well-rounded hips. Rummaging in the drawer, she eventually located
a matching black lace bra, which she arranged around her full
breasts, fastening it in front. She was pleased to observe that at
twenty-nine her breasts still stood firm, and her figure was as
trim and tight as when she was nineteen.

Suddenly, the lamps on the
nightstands began to flicker. Then everything in the house shut off
at once—the lights, the clock-radio, the stereo and T.V.
downstairs—leaving a silence so profound that the only sound
Elizabeth could hear in the entire house was her own
breathing.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered,
trying to feel her way across the room, only to trip over one of
her pumps and jam the ankle she’d twisted earlier. Yelping in pain,
she kicked at the shoe, which crashed into the armoire, the thud
reverberating throughout the still room. She hated it when this
happened. Jordan was usually here when the power went off, and he
would take care of resetting the circuit breaker in the downstairs
closet. She’d only had to reset the switch two or three times, and
only during the day. Now she was stranded in the dark, and the only
flashlight, as far as she knew, was somewhere in the
garage.

Her hand outstretched,
Elizabeth reached for the steamer trunk she knew was somewhere in
front of her. Finding it, she sat down to massage her greatly
abused ankle, and to allow her eyes a chance to adjust to the
darkness. She weighed her narrow selection of options. She could
stay here until Jordan got home, or go downstairs, fumble around in
the dark and reset the circuit breaker. Refusing to huddle at the
foot of her bed like a child, Elizabeth decided to reset the switch
herself. This is really going to
suck, she thought. At least she wasn’t
afraid of the dark.

Standing up, she realized
her eyes had adapted enough to recognize various objects in the
room: the dresser and armoire to her left, the oak dresser next to
the bathroom door, and the outline of the doorway. The storm had
finally broken, and a trickle of light from the waning moon
filtered through the cloud-filled sky and into the room. Resigned
to the necessity of going downstairs, she padded across the room to
the doorway. The wooden floors were absolutely freezing against the
soles of her feet. After she turned the power back on, she decided,
she would light a nice big fire downstairs.

Elizabeth placed her right
hand against the wall outside the doorway, then carefully began to
navigate her way downstairs. Slowly, so as not to trip and wrench
her ankle further, she felt for each step until she had made it
through all fifteen. She could see better in the kitchen, with the
weak moonlight filtering through the window above the breakfast
table. She traced her hand along the stove and several feet of
kitchen counter, until she reached the end, where the kitchen
merged into the living room. She was surprised by a sudden chill as
she entered the room.

Elizabeth ran her hand
along the back of the sofa, heading for the closet. She proceeded
carefully; the only windows in the room were on either side of the
fireplace, and with the moon shining on the other side of the
house, this room was almost pitch-black. At the end of the sofa,
she stretched out her hand and felt for the closet door. Her
fingertips brushed against the wood grain, and she ran her hand
down until she found the doorknob.

As she opened the door, a
cold blast of air washed over her, sending goose-bumps up and down
her body. Elizabeth stepped back momentarily and stared into the
dark closet, part of her wanting to turn and run back upstairs.
“There’s nothing in the dark that isn’t there in the light,” she
whispered to herself. She stepped into the frigid closet, feeling
ahead of her for the back wall and the metal panel of the circuit
breaker.

The coats and jackets
hanging on either side brushed lightly against her shoulders. There
was an odor of leather and mothballs, and something else—something
rotten? After what seemed an eternity, she recognized the smooth,
hard surface of the circuit breaker panel. As she groped for the
latch, she was puzzled how much larger the panel seemed in the
dark. Running her hand up, she thought the texture felt somehow
different too. A sense of dread crept upon her as she slowly
perceived that she was touching something other than the panel of
the circuit breaker. As her hand reached a portion of the smooth
“wall” that seemed to bow outward, Elizabeth tilted her head up to
peer into the darkness. To her horror, two pale blue slits suddenly
materialized above her. Gradually they widened, and she realized
something very tall was staring down at her.

She shrieked like a
trapped animal and stumbled backward out of the closet, landing on
her backside. The cold blue incisions in the darkness followed.
“Oh, God, God, God,” she wailed, flinging herself into the living
room. Not turning around, she pulled herself up and started to run,
only to slam into the coffee table and fall toward the hard stone
of the fireplace.

She screamed again in pain
and terror, as her right ankle, catching on the edge of the table,
twisted once more. She could tell from the burning pain tearing
through her calf that the injury was much worse this time. She hit
the hearth, scraping her elbows and cutting her lip, but ignored
the minor injuries in her panic to escape. She immediately rolled
over, looking back toward the closet.

She watched, mesmerized by
fear, as something huge unfolded itself from the closet. The room
was so dark that she could barely make out its shape, but it seemed
impossibly thin and tall. As it turned toward her, she could see
long, dangly arms hanging past its sides. The frosty blue slits
stared down at her malevolently. A part of her numbed mind noticed
that the creature had no actual eyeballs—its “eyes” just radiated
that unholy light. It stepped toward her with its slender, spidery
legs and grabbed the edge of the sofa, flinging it back into the
stereo with incredible force.

The crash spurred
Elizabeth into action, and she began to scoot backward frantically.
As the creature approached, her right hand ran across the handle of
something heavy in the dark. She grabbed it, realizing it was the
hatchet they used to cut firewood. Her eyes glued to the creature,
which was now coming around the coffee table, she flung the hatchet
as hard as she could.

The spiraling weapon hit
the creature with a crunching sound; as she watched, a thin stream
of luminescent, sapphire liquid oozed down its chest from a narrow
crack. The monster remained motionless for a moment, then reached
up and grasped the hatchet. With one tug, the shambling horror
yanked the weapon free, dropping it to the floor with a thud. For a
moment, the neon liquid continued flowing down the creature’s
chest; then it stopped. Elizabeth stared, stupefied, as the fluid
began to reverse, back into the crack. Within seconds, it had been
re-absorbed completely, and the shining wound had faded
away.

A strange gurgle issued
from the creature, and it began to move toward her again. Elizabeth
felt a damp warmth flow between her thighs. Softly moaning, she
dragged herself past the leather chair, stopping with her back
against the T.V. stand. She knew from the agony coursing through
her ankle that she would never be able to get to the door, unlock
it, and escape before the thing reached her.

As the creature approached
the chair, the wan moonlight from the kitchen windows washing over
it, Elizabeth could see it more clearly—but she almost wished she
couldn’t. The creature stood well over seven feet high, its bald
head almost touching the ceiling. Its body was absurdly slender and
completely devoid of hair; instead, it was covered by a shiny
substance that reminded her of a beetle’s shell. The elongated
skull was vaguely human: below the burning eyes it had two slits
for a nose and a mouth full of long, shiny, dark, dagger-like
teeth. The creature didn’t have any obvious ears, though. Behind
it, in the darkness of the living room, she could see something
swaying back and forth—it appeared to be a tail. As Elizabeth
absorbed the full magnitude of the creature before her, she
realized she was about to die.

It stopped behind the
chair, and the strange gurgling started again. The horrible noise
seemed to go on forever, but finally it ceased, and the creature
focused its dead eyes on her once more. Past the point of fear, and
resigned to her fate, Elizabeth nevertheless found herself shocked
when the thing before her, in a perfect English accent, said,
“Well, my lovely, it seems we might have another choice in this
matter—apart from the obvious.”

Reaching down into the
seat, it picked something up. As it brought the object to its face,
she realized it was Lord Ackerman’s book—the one she’d been reading
the past few weeks.

“Have we been digesting
this work, my sweet morsel?” it continued, tapping the cover of the
book with an extended talon. She nodded dully. “And do you find
yourself in agreement with its basic tenets?” Once again, she
nodded.

“This is almost too
delicious to believe, my young woman,” it chuckled. “Here I thought
I was simply going to kill you, as a lesson to your wayward lover,
but now, with your interest in my teachings, whole new realms of
excruciating punishments are opened up to me.”

Confused, she stared up at
the creature. “You-you’re-are you saying you’re Lord Ackerman? The
one who wrote that book?”

“In the flesh, no.
Currently my consciousness is—how shall I put it—super-imposed over
that of this entity. At the moment, it is serving as an extension
of myself, until I can arrive to your fair state in person, which I
shall do in just a few short hours.”

“What do you want from
me?” she whimpered.

“Initially, dear child,
the only thing I required from you was your life. You see, I came
here in search of your paramour. He’s been a very bad boy, and I’ve
been sent to punish him for his misbehavior. I didn’t expect to
find him, actually, but when I realized you were here, I’d planned
to do some terribly nasty things to you in the hope that he would
find you later.” The casual way in which the thing claiming to be
Lord Ackerman spoke about killing her made Elizabeth want to retch.
But then again, he had the power, and according to Ackerman’s
teachings that made all the difference in the universe.

“I see the wheels turning
in your mind, my child,” it chortled. “I’m quite adept at
discovering new recruits to my cause; I’ve been doing so for some
time now. You’re not like the usual meat, however—you’re strong. I
sense that you’ve always fought hard; you’ve just never had the
power and the direction to get what you truly desired.” She
listened, caught up in the honeyed flow of the words and lost in
the liquid blue eyes of the beast.

“I can give you the
purpose your soul so desperately craves, along with the power to
take what the universe owes you! All you must do in return is
accept me as your absolute master. Join with me and my cause and
you can live forever while those around you become dust. Of course,
you must make certain concessions. First, your humanity will have
to go—your current form just isn’t in vogue—but most of all, you
must help me reclaim your lost lover to my little fold. What do you
say to my proposition?”

“I don’t understand about
Jordan,” Elizabeth stammered. “He’s never shown any interest in the
kind of things you wrote about. Are you sure it’s him you
want?”

“Oh, yes. Suffice it to
say that recent events have made him more than the man he used to
be,” the creature responded. “But you can be brought up to date on
such matters. My question to you is whether you would be willing to
join my cause in body, mind, and soul, and in return to receive
from me great strength and immortality.”

“And my other option
was…?” she whispered.

“I believe that was death
by slow evisceration.” The thing leered down at her.

Painfully, Elizabeth
pulled herself to her feet. She stood shakily, leaning her weight
on her left leg. “Then I guess I choose power and
immortality.”

The creature strode around
the chair to stand before Elizabeth. Placing a long, three-fingered
hand on either shoulder, the creature lifted Elizabeth until her
face was only a few inches from its own.

“Of course, before you can
become one of my new followers, there is the small matter of
sealing our agreement.”

“I suppose that’s in
blood,” she whispered.

“Oh yes—that and much
more,” the thing laughed, as its barbed tail slid up the side of
her inner thigh and between her legs. For a good twenty minutes,
the silence of the house was broken by the sound of Elizabeth
Summer’s anguished screams.


 Chapter Nine

Under the light of the
waning moon, the taxi deposited Jordan at his driveway. He handed
the driver several of the crumpled twenties in his pocket and
mumbled, “Keep the change.” The cab driver pulled away, wondering
how rough a night a guy had to have to lose his shoes.

Jordan stared up at the
sky with his hands in his pockets, watching as the dark clouds
slowly frayed apart. The fury of the storm had passed, and signs of
Nature’s rebirth were slowly revealing themselves. Gradually, more
stars winked into existence. The moonlight seemed to gather
strength, its luminescence washing over the damp foliage and
puddles of water, reflecting sparkles of silvery light back to the
heavens. As Jordan listened, he heard the deep thrumming of frogs
down by the lake, their songs echoing into the crisp air. Crickets
accompanied the amphibians, and high up above the pine trees he
could hear the beat of an owl’s wings as it began its nightly
forage.

But Jordan felt that the
sensation of renewal was a charade. This storm was not caused by
Nature, but rather was an assault against it. The tempest that tore
through Seattle was the Mondragoran’s way of saying, “We’re
coming.” There was nothing natural about it.

His senses now keener than
any human’s, Jordan noticed a strange sweet-sour smell of
putrification that now rode the currents of air around him. The
first sign of many, he thought, that the hand of the Mondragoran
had scarred this world. Jordan’s heightened senses even detected on
the evening breeze the smell of fresh blood from some small
creature that had expired by the lake behind the house. The scent
carried with it the animal’s terror—a cloying aroma left over from
its final moments.

For the first time, Jordan
noticed the Jeep in the driveway, as well as the lights in the
front windows. Oh God, how can I ever tell
her? he thought. Where do I begin? ‘You know, Elizabeth, a funny thing
happened to me at the bank: I got killed and discovered I’m the
Antichrist.... So how was your day?’

He glanced down at his
watch. It was almost ten-thirty—far too late for him to have been
foolish enough to hope that Elizabeth would still be at work. He’d
wanted to sneak in, grab some stuff, and get out as quickly as
possible. Later he could call her, when he thought of a good lie.
All he knew was that he had to get as far away from her as
possible—it was the only way to ensure her safety. Of course, he
realized, as he looked down the road where the taxi had just
disappeared, he should have had the brains to have the cab wait for
him. If you don’t start thinking more clearly, you’re going to end
up dead, he told himself. He smiled grimly—okay, maybe worse than
dead—and started up the driveway.

He paused at the front
door. Turning the knob and finding it unlocked, he stepped into the
house. All the lights were on in the living room, and the T.V. was
quietly chattering to itself. Jordan headed upstairs. He failed to
notice the pieces of his favorite coffee mug strewn across the
kitchen table, the dregs of liquid seeping into the seashell puzzle
nearby.

Stepping into the bedroom,
he called out hesitantly, “Beth, honey, I’m home.” He heard the
clock radio playing on the dresser. Her shoes were on the bedroom
floor, and a wet towel hung from the chair by the window. Even her
car keys were resting next to the jewelry box, yet she was nowhere
to be seen. Jordan was beginning to worry. Then he noticed the
sliver of moon through the window above the chair. Maybe she was
taking a walk down by the lake.

He might still be able to
pack up and get away without having to face Elizabeth, at least
until he could figure out how to explain everything. With a sense
of relief, he emptied his coat pockets, leaving his wallet, knife,
and house keys next to the radio, then stripped and tossed the
filthy clothes from the morgue into the bathroom hamper. Grabbing
the damp towel from the chair, he ran it over his body, dried his
hair, and wiped the worst of the muck from his feet, then combed
through his tangled hair, trying to ignore his haggard image in the
mirror.

Jordan put on some jeans
and a black T-shirt, and found his brown hiking boots in the
armoire. After retrieving his wallet and keys, he tucked the long,
leather-sheathed knife into his pants, against the small of his
back. Bending down, he dragged his old brown suitcase out from
under the bed. He threw it open on the bed and haphazardly began
removing shirts, pants, and sweaters from the dresser drawers and
tossing them in. In a few minutes, the suitcase was filled with a
motley assortment of clothing. Jordan hefted it from the bed and
headed downstairs.

Elizabeth wasn’t back yet.
All he needed now was a coat and a taxi. He set the suitcase by the
front door and headed toward the closet. Although the light had
burned out, he had no trouble finding his worn brown duster with
his new, improved eyesight. Pulling on the heavy coat, he started
back to the door.

A few paces from the
closet, he noticed the hatchet resting on the floor, just past the
coffee table. He distinctly remembered that it had been leaning up
against the fireplace. Then he saw the front of the stereo. The
glass was laced with cracks, and one of the speakers was crushed
inward.

“What the hell?” he
muttered, bending closer and running his hand across the fractured
glass. A pricking fear for Elizabeth’s well-being began to rise in
the back of his mind. Almost as if in response to his concern, the
front door opened and she walked in.

Her sudden entrance
startled him. “You’re back,” he remarked inanely, jumping to his
feet.

“Back?” she replied a
little vacantly, her green eyes not quite focusing. “Yes, I was
down by the lake…I had something to do.” Then the vagueness
evaporated from her eyes, and the familiar sparkle returned as she
smiled at him. “I’ve been waiting for you, Jordan,” she said,
closing the front door, then securing the deadbolt. As she turned
back to him, he noticed she was wearing her black mini-dress: the
low-cut one that showed the swell of her breasts and the curve of
her hips so well. He didn’t think it was the kind of thing she took
walks in. Her make-up was more intense than usual, too: the
eyeshadow darker, the blush brighter, the red of her lipstick
deeper. Confused, he realized that her feet were bare and covered
in mud.

“Aren’t you cold, Beth?”
he asked.

She glanced down, running
her hands across her breasts, her flat midriff, and the outside of
her thighs. “No, I’m not cold. In fact, I’ve never felt warmer. I
just decided to dress to match my mood. Don’t you like it?” she
whispered coyly as she approached him.

“Sure I do. I guess I
didn’t expect you to be dressed like that, that’s all.”

“How am I supposed to
dress?” she whispered throatily in his ear, her breath distracting
him as she encircled his neck with her arms, pressing her firm body
against his.

He embraced her, breathing
in her perfume. “This is fine.” He could sense her desire for him,
and in response he felt his own ardor rising. An almost animal need
to have her began to fill him as she kissed the side of his neck,
her tongue gently darting out to caress him.

“Jordan?” she asked, as he
stroked her hair and bare shoulders.

“Yes?” he responded
automatically, his lust for her growing as his higher thinking
skills fell to the wayside.

“What’s the suitcase for?”
Her words were like a bucket of cold water in his face. They washed
over him, and his desire stilled. His mind was alert once more, and
he remembered what had happened to him and what he had to
do.

Taking Elizabeth by the
shoulders, he gently pushed her away, troubled at how quickly he
had forgotten the nightmare in which he was now ensnared. “Beth,
something...something happened to me and I have to go away for a
while.” He tilted her face toward him, searching her emerald
eyes.

“What do you mean?” she
asked. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know where to
begin.” He stepped past her and began pacing. “There are some
people after me. They want something from me that I can’t give
them.” He stopped and faced her. “These people are dangerous;
they’ll hurt anyone who gets in their way. I have to hide until I
can get them to leave me alone. I have to leave to protect you!
You’ve got to understand, it’s the only way,” he
implored.

“If you have something
they want, why can’t you give it to them? Especially if keeping it
puts you and me in danger?”

“It’s complicated, Beth.
It’s not just about us. If I give them what they want, a lot of
innocent people will be hurt…more people than you could possibly
imagine.”

“Why should you care about
them? We’re the only people who should matter—to hell with everyone
else!” she yelled.

Confused, Jordan
stammered, “You...you don’t know what you’re saying...these people
are evil. They kill for pleasure. Life, humanity, it means nothing
to them.”

“If you have something
important, something that makes you more important than the rest of
the world, then you should give it to them. Become what they want,
rather than be washed away with the rest of humanity!”

“Goddamn it, they’re not
fucking human, Elizabeth! They want to tear this world apart!” he
screamed.

“I know,” she
whispered.

“What do you mean you...oh
God....” His voice broke as her words dawned on him:
become what they want.... He’d never said he had to become anything, only that he had
something they wanted. Looking once more into her eyes, he no
longer saw the friendly sparkle; instead, a pale, frigid glow
radiated from deep within her soul. “What have you done?” he
choked.

“Done? What I’ve done is
chosen not to be one of the cows that take the sledgehammer between
the eyes!” As he watched, she seemed to transform, becoming almost
feral. “You were right—the Mondragoran will stop at nothing to get
what they want!” Their foul name echoing from her lips was like a
dagger shoved deep into his heart. “They sent someone looking for
you a few hours ago. You weren’t here, but I was!”

“Oh Beth, I’m so sorry, I
didn’t know.”

“Don’t be sorry—I’m sure
as hell not! They sent their highest servant here to deal with you:
Lord Ackerman. I’ve been reading a lot about him, and luckily for
me, he decided I’d make a better servant than an example. Of
course, I’m still an example, because now I’m just like you—dead!”
She was practically frothing at the mouth. All he could do was
watch in horror as the shell that was the woman he loved told him
how he’d failed her.

“They’ve given me power,
too, but it’s nothing like yours. They offered you the power of a
fucking god, and you turned them down! You’re a fool, Jordan. They
will have this world, and you will help give it to them, willingly
or not. But if they have to force you, they’ll also destroy you.
They’re too strong for you; they’ve got servants all over the
world. Even now, Lord Ackerman is on his way here to deal with you
personally! You have power, but you don’t know how to use it. Even
I know more than you do, thanks to Ackerman. Trust me, Jordan,
he’ll bend you to his will!”

Suddenly, her whole
demeanor shifted, and the screeching creature was gone, replaced
with the warm, inviting woman he had always loved. “But it doesn’t
have to end that way,” she continued calmly, approaching him. “You
can become their Child once more.” She placed her hands against his
cheeks. “I can show you how. Then you and I can rule this world for
eternity. It would be so easy,” she whispered, “just surrender to
them, and all the powers in the universe will be ours.”

“At what price?” he asked,
pulling her hands from his face and pushing her back. “Could you so
freely offer the lives and souls of billions, just for the sake of
power?”

“To be a god, yes, I
could.”

“Maybe you could,
Elizabeth,” he sighed, feeling another piece of his soul die, “but
I can’t.”

“Then you’ll just have to
join the rest of the sheep!” she cried, backhanding the side of his
head with enough force to send him careening into the kitchen,
where he slammed against the butcher block. He heard what might
have been a couple of his ribs breaking but felt no pain. He turned
back, and what he saw was no longer the woman he loved but rather
some twisted creation of the Mondragoran.

Elizabeth’s face was drawn
into an animal-like grimace, her eyes radiating a deep, liquid blue
brilliance. Her body was rigid, as though straining against itself.
Every muscle was taut, and the veins throughout her face, across
her chest, and running down her arms and legs stood out thick and
blue against her now chalk-white skin, pulsing with each rapid beat
of her heart. Her hands were held open toward him, the fingers
curled, claw-like. Where once she’d had beautifully manicured
nails, there were now long, dark talons from which a gray, viscous
fluid slowly dripped. As the beads of liquid fell, wisps of smoke
rose from the wood floor. A sulfuric smell permeated the
room.

Suddenly, she leapt into
the air, launching herself toward him, her talons reaching for his
face. He didn’t have time to move out of the way. Instead, he
braced himself against the butcher block, then curled his right
hand into a fist and, with all his might, punched her straight in
the face as she flew toward him.

The results were even more
impressive than when he’d brushed the security guard away at the
morgue. His arm absorbed the force of her momentum, and there was
an audible crunch from her face. Then, her claws just inches from
his eyes, she rebounded into the living room, her body folding in
on itself like a rag doll. She crashed into the television, which
exploded from the impact in one bright flash, pieces of plastic and
glass flying in all directions. The collision didn’t even slow her
down; her body simply slid through the debris and slammed into the
far wall.

He stood where he was for
a moment, strangely calm, eyeing her crumpled body. Instinctively,
he extended his senses toward her limp form, gathering information
until he was certain. “You can get up now, Elizabeth, I’m not
coming over there. I know you’re not dead.”

Like an awkward
marionette, she rose unsteadily, pieces of the wreckage falling
from her body. Some of it remained embedded in her flesh, a blue
ichor seeping around the jagged shrapnel. Her face was in ruin, the
nose pushed deep into her skull, which was crushed beyond the point
of recognition. Her upper lip was also caved in, white teeth
sticking straight out from the bent gum line. Her left eye was
ruptured and dragged down her face; the right one bulged out
unnaturally. Her face oozed the strange azure liquid; it ran down
the front of her body, off of the hem of her skirt, and pooled by
her feet.

As he surveyed the damage
he had wrought, he realized that with each passing second her
terrible injuries were becoming less apparent—she was repairing
herself as he watched. The pieces of plastic and glass that had
pierced her were somehow being pushed out of her punctured flesh,
the alien liquid around the wounds drawing back and sealing each
injury so that not even a scar remained. Amid the sickening noise
of bones resetting themselves, tissue regenerated, until her nose
once more emerged from her face, and her upper lip curved downward.
Broken teeth fell to the floor, to be replaced with new ones. The
left eye emerged again from the devastated socket, and the right
one gradually drew itself back in, until both once again appeared
normal. Only the blue fluid smeared on her face was left to betray
any sign of injury. Finally, that too disappeared, as it was drawn
into the corners of her eyes, up her nose, and into her mouth.
Within minutes, she stood perfectly healed, looking like her old
self rather than the creature that had attacked him.

“You didn’t hold back on
me, did you, lover?” she sneered, brushing pieces of shattered
glass from her torn dress.

“I’ve been inside them;
I’ve experienced their evil first-hand. When you gave yourself to
them, you stopped being Elizabeth Summers. You may look and sound
like her, but you’re not.  I’m not afraid of you. You may know
how to use your abilities better than I do, but I’m learning real
fast.”

“You are, aren’t you? I
thought I’d have an advantage, being your girlfriend and all. I’ll
just have to call in the cavalry.”

With those words, she
glanced at the front door. Suddenly, it was blown off of its
hinges, the frame splintering as it was ripped from the wall. The
door was sent flying the length of the living room and crashed into
the farthest wall, a jumble of broken timber. Something huge forced
its way through the entrance, turning burning, luminescent eyes
toward him as it pulled its insect-like frame into the living
room.

“Oh, shit!” Jordan
groaned, assessing the monstrosity that Elizabeth had summoned. It
stood at least half again as tall as he, its head just brushing the
ceiling. Its limbs were unnaturally long and thin—the legs
shouldn’t have been able to support its weight. A long, segmented
tail ending in a pointed barb swayed behind it. Its hands were
three-fingered and elongated, the tip of each finger ending in a
razor-sharp talon. The body was bluish-black in color, smooth and
shiny like armor. It was naked, but lacked any obvious sexual
characteristics. It stared at him with a cold, calculating
malevolence, leaving no question in his mind as to which of them
was the predator. A wide smile full of jagged, dagger-like teeth
split its skeletal face, and it made a strange keening
noise.

Elizabeth walked casually
over to the creature, the top of her head barely clearing its
waist, and began to caress its arm lightly, gazing up at it with
what could only be described as adoration. Jordan felt an
overwhelming urge to vomit as he watched her fawn over the hellish
being.

“Beautiful, isn’t he,” she
purred. “His name is Choronzon—we’ve recently gotten to know each
other quite intimately. He’s a real stud when he wants to be,” she
added, turning to smile at Jordan. He didn’t say a word, refusing
to be baited. “Of course, when he was pleasuring me earlier, he was
possessed by Lord Ackerman—now he’s under my control.” She frowned
in Jordan’s direction. “No remarks about my infidelity? You make me
feel like I don’t mean anything to you, Jordan. I don’t think I
like that. Choronzon, be a dear and pull off one of his
arms.”

Faster than the eye could
follow, the creature cleared the space between them in one fluid
motion, seizing Jordan by the throat with its left hand and bending
him back over the butcher block. It grabbed his right arm and began
to pull. Its power was tremendous, and even with his new-found
strength, Jordan realized that he wouldn’t be able to best it. He
found his muscles failing as the creature slowly began to extend
his arm to its fullest—and beyond. It wouldn’t take much more force
to pull his arm from its socket. Frantically, he punched the
creature in the side of the head with his other arm, but to no
avail. The thing simply shrugged the blows away, its pumpkin grin
growing even wider. In the background, Jordan could hear
Elizabeth’s maniacal laughter.

Then he remembered the
knife tucked in his pants, under his coat. Reaching awkwardly
behind his back, squirming to create enough space to reach the
weapon, Jordan managed to grasp the hilt. Desperately, he yanked it
out of its leather sheath, plunging it deep into the left eye of
the creature. The blade penetrated, and Jordan began to twist it.
The creature released him, pulling back violently, a high-pitched
wail echoing from its no longer smiling mouth. As it drew away, a
foul-smelling purple liquid fountained from the wound. It stumbled
backward, clutching its face with both hands, the purple fluid
spurting through its long fingers to splash on the floor and
against the walls as it whipped about in an agonized
frenzy.

“What have you done?”
Elizabeth screamed, running to the side of the staggering
demon.

Not daring to waste a
second to answer, Jordan flung himself around the butcher block and
toward the only avenue of escape: the kitchen window. Vaulting over
the table, scattering puzzle pieces and papers, Jordan threw his
shoulder against the window and crashed through it, into the night
and potential freedom. He landed on his feet amid a shower of glass
and fled into the nearby woods, the dripping knife still clutched
in his hand.

Tearing through trees and
underbrush, all he could think about was getting a head start. Even
as he increased the distance, his acute hearing picked up
Elizabeth’s screams of retribution from the house. If the creature
could heal itself like Elizabeth, it wouldn’t be long before he had
to deal with both of them.

After a few minutes, he
realized he was following one of the paths to the lake. That wasn’t
good; he would have to choose one of two directions, which would
make it easier for them to follow him. After a while he smelled
water, then stumbled out of the trees into a small clearing. He
turned and peered back into the woods. He heard no sign of pursuit,
but knew it wouldn’t be long before they followed. Nearing the
lake, he noticed something small spread out on the sandy soil at
the edge of the water, and the coppery odor of fresh blood reached
his nose again. Stepping closer, he recoiled in shock: it was
Dragon.

“You bitch!” he growled
through clenched teeth. She’d been by the lake after all—not for a
walk, but to leave this obscene offering. The cat lay spread-eagle
on its back, each tiny leg stretched out, its body in a small furry
“X.” She’d taken forks from their kitchen and shoved them through
each of the poor animal’s paws, pinning it to the damp earth. Its
torso was torn open from neck to tail, the organs torn out and
placed in piles around the body. Judging from the streaks of gore
in the soil, it looked as though she’d been dragging them around.
Dully, he realized she was probably playing with each piece as
she’d ripped it from the living animal.

“You sick bitch,” he
swore. “I’m going to make you pay for this!” He caught the sound of
something approaching, and knew they would reach him
soon.

He surveyed the area. A
thin sliver of moon reflected from the dark surface of the lake.
The expanse of water was too great to swim; the only option seemed
to be to choose one direction and run around the lake. But as he
looked across the dark water, another option came to mind—one that
Elizabeth and that thing might not consider.

Quickly he retraced his
steps, back to the edge of the woods. Then, using the knife still
clutched in his hand, he severed a bushy branch from one of the
shrubs. Slipping the blade back into its sheath, he began walking
backward toward the lake, brushing the frond back and forth, trying
to obliterate any evidence of his passage. As the sounds of pursuit
drew closer, he stopped at the edge of the lake, the water lapping
at the back of his heels. Now was the time to test his theory. He’d
woken up in a morgue with fatal wounds, yet here he stood.
Elizabeth had said he was dead. He didn’t feel pain from any type
of injury, and what damage he did incur healed at a miraculous
rate. He definitely wasn’t normal any more—and if he was dead,
which seemed probable given the available evidence, then he
shouldn’t need to breathe. In which case, what he did next would
work. If not, they had him.

Slowly, he backed into the
water, holding onto the branch, trying to disturb the surface of
the lake as little as possible. He could hear Elizabeth clearly
now—screaming about making him die over and over again. He tuned
her out and stepped further back. The water was up to his chest.
They were almost at the edge of the woods as the liquid began
sliding past his nose. By the time they broke into the clearing,
the murky water was over his head. Only the faintest of ripples
revealed any sign of his entering the lake.

Elizabeth and the demon
plunged into the clearing, surveying the area around them, across
the lake, up and down its length.

“Where are you, Jordan?”
Elizabeth screamed. “You can’t escape from us—or from the Masters!”
Contemptuously, she kicked the corpse of the cat, catching the
butchered body with the end of her foot and ripping it out of the
ground in a shower of sand and blood to send it splashing into the
lake. The demon trotted up to her side. It no longer bled the
strange purple fluid from its eye, but neither did the injured
organ radiate the unwholesome blue light of its mate. Elizabeth
glanced over to the demon. “We know he came this way; he must have
taken off down one side of the lake. You go that way,” she pointed
a dripping claw, “and I’ll take the other.” Then she and the
creature loped off in opposite directions, quickly disappearing
into the surrounding foliage.

Several minutes later, the
surface of the lake rippled, and Jordan slowly slid out of the
chill water, cradling the mutilated body of his cat. He gently
deposited the animal’s remains at the edge of the lake and, without
looking back, moved quickly into the trees and up the winding path
to the house.

He arrived at the house
with no sign of pursuit from the woods. Noticing the dark bulk of
the Jeep in the gravel driveway, he remembered Elizabeth’s keys up
on the dresser. He ran upstairs, found the keys, then hurried out
to the car, grabbing his overturned suitcase near the gaping hole
that was his front doorway. Tossing the suitcase in back, he slid
his soaking wet form into the driver’s seat and jammed the key in
the ignition. Just as he was about to turn the key, he
stopped. Why should I leave her with
everything? he wondered.
Here I am fleeing into the night after almost
being torn apart by the psycho-bitch from hell and her demon
lover—not to mention what she did to Dragon—and I’m leaving her
with the house?

Getting back out of the
car, he entered the house again, then ran into the garage. He knew
exactly what he was looking for and quickly located it in one of
the few uncluttered areas of the garage. He walked briskly back
into the living room while undoing the cap of their five-gallon can
of gas, splashing it liberally on the rugs, furniture, and
especially Elizabeth’s favorite chair. He continued upstairs,
spraying the bedroom with gas, then poured the remainder across the
kitchen floor when he came down again. Setting the empty can on the
kitchen counter, he opened a drawer and removed a large box of
wooden matches. He stepped out of the house and stood in the front
doorway, then removed one of the matches from the box and, without
hesitating, struck it. He tossed it back into the open
box.

There was a “whooshing”
noise, a sudden flare of light, and the smell of sulfur. Jordan’s
expression was hard as he threw the flaming box into the living
room. The flying ball of fire struck Elizabeth’s chair; within
seconds, the whole room was alight. Jordan calmly returned to the
car and climbed in, as the kitchen was engulfed in a sea of flames.
He started the engine and was backing down the driveway as the fire
slithered up the stairs and the bedroom joined the growing inferno.
Driving down the road to the city, he smiled darkly when he heard a
hellish, but definitely female, scream of rage echoing from the
vicinity of the lake.


 Chapter Ten

The night sky was alight
with a thousand flickering stars as Jordan pulled the Jeep into the
alley behind Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books. He killed the ignition
and sat quietly under a weak streetlight, watching the steam rise
from the hood in the cold night air. He just needed a place to
rest—somewhere he could feel safe and secure, if only for a while.
Peering up at the back of the three-story red brick building,
Jordan knew it was one of only two places remaining with that
potential, the other being several hundred miles away, in
Oregon.

Jordan removed the spare
key to the store from Elizabeth’s ashtray, grabbed his suitcase,
and climbed out of the car in his sodden clothes. He guessed it was
around midnight, which gave him at least eight hours before Sheila
would come to open the store. He didn’t feel the need to sleep—he
wasn’t physically fatigued—but his mind was exhausted. If he could
just sit alone in the dark for a few hours and shut everything out,
he might be able to gather enough energy to keep trudging through
this nightmare. At least, he thought, as he walked up the short set
of steps to the back door, he would like to remain in some dry
clothing for longer than an hour.

Automatically locking the
door behind him, Jordan entered the break room. He didn’t bother
turning the lights on; he wouldn’t need them, and he didn’t want to
attract any attention. He laid his suitcase atop a beat-up coffee
table, in front of a lime-green sofa that Dugan had rescued from
the seventies, then kicked off his shoes and removed his wet
clothing. He draped the damp clothes across the back of a
thickly-upholstered armchair, which he pushed near the radiator,
and hung his duster from a tall coat rack near the door. Rummaging
through the suitcase, he quickly found some jeans and an old gray
sweatshirt, which he pulled on. Finally, he padded over to the
sofa, flopped down on his back, folded his arms behind his head,
and closed his eyes.

He had only just begun to
enter a state of semi-relaxation when a short, heavy-set man burst
through the door to the break room. Turning the overhead light on
with one hand and brandishing a pistol in Jordan’s direction with
the other, the man yelled, “Don’t move! I’ve got a gun and I’ve
called the cops!”

“Don’t shoot, Dugan, it’s
me!” Jordan shouted, bolting upright, his arms in the
air.

“Jordan!” Paul Dugan
exclaimed, raising his bushy eyebrows in surprise as he lowered the
pistol. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same of
you,” Jordan quipped, dropping his arms.

“I own the place and was
finishing the inventory—what’s your excuse?” He sat down in the
chair with Jordan’s clothes and placed the pistol on the table next
to the suitcase. “Elizabeth threw you out and you decided to crash
here?”

“Something like that,”
Jordan sighed. He rested his elbows on his knees, placing his head
in his hands and staring down at the floor. “If you count trying to
kill me as throwing me out.”

“She what?”

“Don’t you need to call
the police back, Dugan?” Jordan asked wearily.

“Naw, I was just
bull-shitting because I thought you were a burglar. I didn’t call
the cops. I figured I would either scare off the intruder or shoot
him.” Jordan smiled thinly. “So do you want to tell me what
happened?”

Jordan’s smile faded, and
he stood up. “I can’t, Dugan. Coming here was a mistake. If I’d
thought you’d still be here, I would have stayed away. You don’t
want to get involved with what happened to me tonight.” He closed
his suitcase and started to pick it up.

Dugan stood too, placing
one of his hairy, paw-like hands on top of Jordan’s. “I might not
know what’s going on, but I’ve known you for several years, and
I’ve come to like and trust you. Now, as I sit here looking at you,
I see someone who needs help. You look like hell, Jordan. What
happened between you and Elizabeth?”

“It’s not just Elizabeth,
Paul. There’s a lot more to it, and I still know so damn little.”
Jordan released the suitcase and collapsed back on the sofa. “If I
get you involved, even just by telling you, I could be endangering
your life. Not to mention that you’ll probably call the men in the
white suits to take me away.”

“My offer stands,” Dugan
replied, easing back into the chair. “And don’t be so quick to
think I won’t believe you. I’ve been around a long time, seen and
heard all kinds of strange things. So why don’t you tell me what
the hell is going on?”

Jordan stared into the
brown eyes of the man he had worked with for the past few years—the
friendly, slightly paunchy man with thick, curly brown hair and
disheveled beard, who seemed genuinely concerned about him. His
resolve to say nothing and leave melted away; he found himself
telling Dugan everything. He told him about the bank, the
Mondragoran, the morgue, the dog, Elizabeth and the
demon...everything.  And the whole time, Dugan
listened—occasionally stroking his beard, but never interrupting,
always attentive, and absorbing everything.

When Jordan was done,
there was silence. Jordan looked at Dugan, expecting to see
incredulity or fear. Instead, the expression he saw was similar to
the one he’d observed when Dugan was poring over a particularly
interesting book.

“What are you thinking
about, Dugan?” Jordan asked hesitantly.

Dugan glanced at him,
seemed to gather his thoughts, and then replied in his deep
baritone. “I was wondering what the odds were that I would meet
someone who has encountered the kind of phenomenon you have
described, been touched by it the way you have, yet not been
corrupted by its offers of power.”

“You mean you believe me?”
Jordan asked, almost in shock.

“You forget my hobby,
Jordan: the occult. If you had told me the same story without ever
having mentioned the Mondragoran, I wouldn’t have disbelieved you
outright, but there would have been some doubt. But that particular
name, described to me in the manner you have, is familiar, as is
the name of Lord Ackerman. When those facts are combined with
details of which only a few people in the world are aware, your
story becomes far more believable and terrifying.”

“So much has happened,
Dugan. I feel so lost,” Jordan sighed.

Dugan stood and placed a
comforting hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “I won’t lie to you and tell
you that your story doesn’t scare the piss out of me. But if what
you say is true, our world is in terrible danger, and it’s going to
take a lot of work to stop its destruction.” Straightening his knit
sweater, Dugan continued. “Come upstairs to my office, Jordan. I’ve
got some things I want you to see.” He turned into the bookstore,
motioning Jordan to follow. The two of them navigated the familiar,
well-lit labyrinth of copiously packed bookshelves that comprised
the first and second floors until they reached the
third.

It was here that Dugan
kept the extra shelves and furniture, certain very rare and
expensive books in a large safe, the files for the store, and two
large desks equipped with computers. Dugan led him through the
large open room to a locked door at the far end. Jordan had often
seen Dugan enter that door, but neither he nor Sheila had ever been
beyond it. Dugan had informed them that the door led to his private
study.

Jordan followed Dugan
through the door into a short hallway. A glaring light from a bare
bulb hanging by a black cable illuminated the narrow corridor. The
hallway turned sharply left after a few feet into another stunted
hallway, then turned right, ending finally at a door with two heavy
locks on it.

“God, Dugan,” Jordan
muttered. “What do you have in there, an arsenal or
something?”

“You could say that,”
Dugan responded cryptically, opening the door and ushering Jordan
in.

Jordan’s imagination had
often led him to ponder what Dugan kept or did back here—ranging
from an indoor golf course to his own private brothel. The truth
made more sense, but still seemed weird. The study was surprisingly
spacious. Jordan was reminded of an old English library: the floors
were polished wood, with wide, ornate, mahogany bookcases spaced
evenly against the walls. Several narrow tables were positioned
about the room, and some smaller ones were pushed in the spaces
between the bookcases. Various books, papers, and other objects
were spread out neatly upon them, as though someone were in the
process of detailed research. Several standing brass lamps gave a
soft, warm, amber glow to the chamber. But it was the contents of
the bookshelves, not the appearance of the room, that most startled
Jordan.

Walking down the length of
the study, Jordan realized that every book—and there must have been
thousands of them—had some connection with magic or the occult.
Many of them he recognized from his own reading: The
Egyptian Book of the
Dead, Frazier’s Golden Bow, books by Aleister
Crowley, including Magic in Theory and
Practice, and Eliphas Levi, writings by
Paracelsus...but for each one he recognized, there were a hundred
he’d never heard of. There were tomes on demonology, Remy’s
Demonolatry,
Biblical Demonology by
Unger, and dozens of others, all carefully alphabetized. There were
multiple translations of the Greater and Lesser Keys of Solomon,
not to mention detailed reproductions of the talismans described
therein mounted on the walls and resting on the tables. He noticed
a book dated 1914, The Voice of
Isis by the Order of Christian Mystics,
spread out on a table, apparently being compared with a book
written in German and another in French.

He saw manuscripts on
ceremonial magic, histories of magic, witchcraft, Satanism, black
magic, white magic, druidism, Wiccans, the Golden Dawn, the Tarot,
Astrology, alchemy, the Kabbalah and hundreds of other subjects.
There were volumes on every religion he’d ever heard of and
countless others that he hadn’t. There were books about mythologies
from around the world, tomes that appeared to be hundreds of years
old, carefully preserved manuscripts, and even scroll
cases.

But it wasn’t just books
that filled Dugan’s sanctum. Jordan realized that there were many
more magic-related objects than just the reproductions of the seals
of Solomon. He saw runes, made from all types of materials, in
sealed cases on various tables. Amulets and other talismans were
sequestered on the shelves between the books. Mounted on the walls
were medieval weapons: daggers, swords and maces. Various modern
weapons were also present, including pistols, shotguns, and even
some grenades. Small statues dotted the room; ornate idols in
silver and bronze, and objects for which he couldn’t begin to
imagine the purpose, were scattered about.

Jordan turned to Dugan.
“You said the occult was your hobby, but it looks like more of an
obsession. My God, the stuff in here must be worth more than the
bookstore and everything in it!”

Dugan smiled, striding
past Jordan to the other end of the room, and replied, “Many times
over, my boy.”

At the far end of the room
was a long desk with a pair of chairs before it. Dugan sat down in
the large, comfortable-looking chair behind the desk and motioned
for Jordan to take one of the other seats. Jordan noticed a small
refrigerator on the other side of the desk.

“Do you want a drink?”
Dugan asked.

“Sure, that sounds
good.”

Dugan reached into a
drawer and removed two glasses. He filled them both halfway with
cola from the fridge, then topped them off with rum. “Here,” he
said, handing one to Jordan. “I figured we could both use
it.”

Dugan drained the entire
contents of his glass in one gulp and set it down. He paused a
moment, gave a contented belch, then continued.

“I didn’t bring you up
here just to show you my toys,” he explained, gesturing at the
walls. “There’s a reason for all of this, and I want you to hear
it. It will help you better understand why I believe your
story.”

Jordan nodded; the big man
leaned back, closed his eyes, and began his story.

. . . .

“I was eighteen when I
joined the Army. For the next three years, I did everything I could
to excel. Eventually, I qualified for the Green Berets, and my unit
was shipped out to help deal with a rebel uprising in Central
America. I’d been over there maybe four months—four long,
horrifying months. I’d killed people and seen countless other
people killed. Six of us from my team had become inseparable; we
did everything together. Our group had been larger once, but we’d
lost people over time: Joe to a land mine, Bill to enemy fire,
another fellow who just wasn’t there one day; we never knew if he
went AWOL or if the rebels got him.

“We all knew how to keep
our fear under control when we were in a firefight—but once it was
over, when we realized we were still alive, we’d get drunk or high,
or just plain raise hell to cover up the feelings of terror we were
all trying to deny. But there was one guy who was a little
different: Theodore Singer, a.k.a. Ghost, never let loose, not
ever. He was a thin guy with a sallow complexion. At first he sort
of hung around on the fringe, but the next thing we knew he was
doing everything with us. He usually had his nose in some old book,
and never really spoke unless you said something to him. That was
how he got his nickname. He always seemed to be hovering out of the
corner of your eye, never saying anything or making any noise, so
we started to kid him about being like a ghost. After a while, the
name stuck.

“While he may not have
been the friendliest sort, he was damn good under fire. Nothing
seemed to shake him. He’d be there next to you, calmly blasting
away, with this look of absolute control in his eyes. He never
complained, either, no matter how bad things got—and if any one of
us needed help, he was right there. So even though he didn’t say
much, and never cut loose with us, we came to think of him as one
of us—just different.

“It happened toward the
end of that deployment, the event that changed me. The six of us
had been separated from the rest of our team after a nighttime
ambush; by morning, we found ourselves in thick jungle surrounded
by rebels. We were pinned down in a gully in this small clearing.
We could see any guerrillas if they tried to creep closer, so we
were able to hold ‘em off, but they could easily pick off any one
of us who tried to get out of that gully. We didn’t have a radio,
we were running out of ammunition, and it was only a matter of time
before they overwhelmed us. We pretty much assumed we’d all be dead
by nightfall.

“So there we were,
resigned to our deaths, when Ghost, in this calm voice of his,
announces that he can save us, provided we do exactly as he says.
We had no other options, and Ghost had always come through for us,
so we were willing to listen if there was the remotest chance he
could keep us alive.

“We crouched around Ghost,
and he removed a small wooden cup from his knapsack. It was
engraved with complicated swirling designs. Then he took out his
knife and said he had to make a small incision in each of our
hands. We would then have to drip the blood into the cup. It sounds
crazy now, but we didn’t question him then—we just did it. He cut
the middle of everyone’s left hand, including his, bleeding us
equally until the cup was almost full.

“Then he told us to move a
few feet away from him. He reached back into his bag and took out
three or four small, dark glass bottles, then poured powder from
each of the bottles into the goblet. He stirred the powder into the
blood with his finger, mumbling quietly to himself. Next, he sat
down in a lotus position with the cup between his legs and started
to sing softly in a language none of us had ever heard before. It
was about this time that the enemy began firing on our position
again, but Ghost sat there singing, oblivious to the shooting. Then
he stopped singing, picked up the cup, and took a long drink. We
just watched, shocked and scared. He placed the cup back between
his legs and started speaking in the language he’d been singing
in—it sounded like he was giving orders. He was trembling all over
and looked even more pale than usual; the sweat was pouring down
his face.

“All of a sudden, a dry
wind comes out of nowhere, whipping into the gully and wrapping
around us, then spreading out into the jungle. I’ve never felt
anything like it. It was hot against the skin, but when it had
passed I felt cold inside. Not a physical cold, but the kind of
cold, empty feeling you get if you’ve been told that someone you
care about has unexpectedly died. After the wind blew into the
jungle, Ghost became quiet. He remained sitting where he was,
trembling all over with his eyes tightly closed. Then we noticed
that the shooting had stopped. There wasn’t a sound around us. We
thought that was it. This was the miracle Ghost had
promised.

“Then we heard the
screams—high-pitched wails coming from all around us. As quickly as
it had begun, the screaming stopped and the unnatural silence
returned. We waited, huddled around each other, watching Ghost,
afraid of what would happen next. Ghost started shaking violently,
like he was having a seizure. Suddenly, he stopped and his eyes
popped wide open, like a china doll, and he looked at us with an
expression beyond terror. I’ll never forget his words: ‘Oh, God,
I’ve lost control of it,’ he yelled. ‘Run!’

“We all bolted out of that
gully in different directions. But before I dove into the nearby
jungle I looked back where we had left Ghost. He’d climbed out and
was standing at the edge with the goblet in both hands, held high
over his head, screaming at the sky.

“What happened next is
hard to explain. It was like someone had flipped the page of a
book. One moment I was looking at Ghost standing there, the next
his upper body just disappeared. His legs were still there, but
something had ripped the upper part of his body off at the waist.
It happened so quickly, I never saw what did it. His lower body was
still standing, a piece of his spinal column sticking out. I lost
my mind then; I just ran blindly into the jungle, hoping to
outdistance whatever had gotten Ghost. Every once in a while I
would hear a distant scream of horror—there were four in
all.

“I was found by a convoy
days later, miles from my previous position, catatonic in a field.
They said it was a miracle I wasn’t killed or taken prisoner, but
then they didn’t know what we’d released in that jungle. Ghost and
the others were declared missing in action—no trace of them was
ever found. I spent several months in a hospital while my sanity
slowly returned, but I was never really the same. Eventually, I
received an honorable discharge and went home.

“The only thing that kept
me going was the need to understand what had happened in that
jungle, to understand what Ghost had done. That’s when I began
studying magic and the occult. In time I learned. Ghost had
summoned a demon; he must have bound it with our life forces, using
our blood as the physical and spiritual link. I think he intended
the lives and souls of the rebels to be the payment for invoking
it, but he made a mistake, or he just wasn’t strong enough to
control it. After it was finished with them, it was still hungry,
and we became dessert. You’re right, Jordan, this isn’t a hobby;
it’s much more. I’ve learned and seen things over the years that
people think happens only in the most twisted of imaginations. I’ve
learned about demons, Jordan, and, God help us, I’ve learned about
the creatures you call the Mondragoran.”


 Chapter Eleven

Dugan fixed himself
another drink, which he consumed at a more leisurely
pace.

“How’d you learn about the
Mondragoran?” Jordan asked.

“In college, I became well
versed in ancient literary studies. I traveled abroad to work on my
Master’s and then my Ph.D. It was during these travels that I began
collecting unusual and antique books. All this,” Dugan added,
motioning at the room around them with the hand holding his drink,
“is a means to an end.”

“How come you never said
anything to me or Sheila?”

“Do you think you would
have felt comfortable knowing your boss believed he could summon
demons and angels? That he collected massive quantities of magical
paraphernalia and analyzed it up in his ‘special study’? You both
would have thought I was a fruitcake. Not only would I have lost
two good employees, but I would have stood the chance of gaining a
reputation I do not wish to have, for numerous reasons. There is
much to be gained by having the kind of knowledge and connections I
do without others in the same field being aware of it.”

“I suppose you’re right,”
Jordan conceded.

“Before I digress further,
let me answer your question about the Mondragoran. About fifteen
years ago, I came across a large lot of occult books, manuscripts,
and other sundry materials from the estate of a self-proclaimed
German sorcerer. His name was Heinrich Müller, and he was
supposedly older than dirt and very powerful in many
respects.

“Heinrich was of
particular note because of his activities during World War II. As
you may be aware, Hitler was very interested in the occult and
magic in general. He wanted to know if magic of, how shall we say,
‘biblical’ proportions, really existed, and, if so, whether it
could be harnessed for his war machine. He became particularly
enamored with this concept when his empire began to slip through
his fingers in the final years before the allies shattered the
Third Reich.”

“Sort of like
Raiders of the Lost Ark,” Jordan interjected.

“Exactly, my boy,” Dugan
grinned at him. “That film was based upon Hitler’s desperate
attempts to discover a way to crush the Allies. Müller was in
charge of one of Hitler’s research groups, whose purpose was to
locate magical methods or artifacts that could be used in the war.
Surprisingly, there are some obscure historical documents, of which
the general public is not aware, which suggest that he was somewhat
successful. Sadly enough, many Jews and other ‘enemies’ of the
Fatherland died in places equally as nightmarish as the
concentration camps. The main reason Hitler’s researchers
ultimately failed in their mission was that a number of dedicated
sorcerers actively interfered with, and sometimes eliminated, the
researchers in question. But when Germany fell, Müller managed to
escape with a considerable fortune and all of his important
documents.”

“I take it some of his
research had to do with the Mondragoran?”

“Precisely,” Dugan
responded. “Many of the documents from Müller’s estate spoke of a
dark force existing alongside our universe—an entity of unspeakable
evil, which for eons has tried to gain access to our world. Here,
let me find some of those manuscripts.” Dugan stood and delved into
a number of nearby bookcases.

“You remember telling me
that you were puzzled about that name—Mondragoran?” Dugan asked,
sorting through the bookshelves.

“Yeah, it confused me,
because it seemed so familiar.”

“You were on the right
track when you said you remembered something about a demon and a
plant. There are references in a few books on demonology to a demon
familiar called a mandragora. As for the plant, it is called
atropa mandragora—or,
more commonly, mandrake root. It is a highly poisonous but
extremely powerful plant, generally used in love-magic. The first
part of its Latin name, atropa, is derived from the Greek
Fate Atropa, the oldest of the three Fates. She was the one who
held the shears that cut the thread of a man’s life when his time
was done. But the second part of the name, mandragora, is a pre-Greek word, the
meaning of which is not known. According to Müller’s writings, the
word originated in Mesopotamia and was derived from the Babylonian.
Here, let me show you,” Dugan continued, dropping a jumble of
yellowed documents on the desk. Shuffling through them, he removed
one from the pile and laid it before Jordan.

“Some of the oldest
recorded legends of our age originated in Mesopotamia. You’re
familiar with the story of Noah’s Ark?” Jordan nodded. “Well, stone
tablets written in Semitic Babylonian tell of a legendary flood
that precedes the Hebrew story by several thousand years. The point
is, what we think of as our oldest legends and myths have roots
even farther back than you might imagine. Müller’s research led to
the discovery of a previously unknown Babylonian tablet referring
to the Mondragoran.” Dugan pointed to several lines on the paper
before them and began reading aloud:

It was long after the
imposed guilt of Kingu.

Lordly Marduk had
established the savage man,

From the blood of he who
contrived Tiamat to rise against him.

With his four great eyes
did Marduk scan the heavens, for

Something had disturbed
the loftiest of the gods.

With his grand senses he
did perceive (it).

He did see, through a
(hole) in the heavens, a darkness.

The darkness did try to
penetrate the Abode of Heaven.

Its hunger was great and
its desire was to feed upon the Creations of Marduk, to feed upon
the savage known as man.

Mighty Marduk did stand in
the path of the devourer,

He cried out, addressing
the consumer of light:

“Name yourself, oh
loathsome [ ] who would feed upon my Children, know that I and my
brethren do stand in Opposition to thou, most despicable of
entities!”

“We are the Mondragoran,
bow before our majesty, Son of the Heavens!”

Then did the darkness
strike at the son of the heavens;

The mighty blow wounded
great Marduk and he cried out. Terrible was his anguish, calling to
the gods for aid:

“Join with me against the
Mondragoran, lend your strength,

Drive back the beast of
endless night!”

The Assembly of gods did
join with Marduk, driving out,

Forever, from the Abode of
Heaven, and the place of man,

The (being) of the
Mondragoran.

Then did Marduk, with the
aid of the other Gods,

Build the (Foundations)
and place them with man.

Denying forever the
desires of the Mondragoran.

Jordan ran his hand across
the page, as though touching the words would help him
understand.

“This is the oldest
reference to the Mondragoran that Müller found, but there are many
more here,” Dugan tapped the pile of papers, “from cultures all
over the world. This initial legend was Müller’s Rosetta Stone;
once he had this, he was able to locate and understand the legends
and myths from other societies that dealt with the
Mondragoran.”

“Only the Mondragoran
aren’t a myth. They’re very real, and they’re scratching at the
doors to this world, trying to find a way in,” Jordan added
somberly.

“Yes, and I’m afraid it
was Müller’s work that helped them find those doors
again.”

“What do you mean?” Jordan
leaned forward.

“These documents led
Müller to discover a manuscript that outlined the methods by which
someone could call upon, and communicate with, the Mondragoran. But
I didn’t locate anything in Müller’s work that resembled the
manuscript he described. I think he was killed by someone who
wanted that manuscript. Whoever took it then used it to make
contact with the Mondragoran.”

“Ackerman.” Jordan
growled.

“Yes, I believe so. I
often wondered if he had the manuscript, but there were so many
other possible candidates. But after what Elizabeth said to you,
and given the timing of Ackerman’s sudden rise to power, it’s safe
to assume that he is their high priest—in which case he is one of
the most dangerous men in the world.”

“So what do they need with
me? Why can’t they use Ackerman to gain access to this
world?”

“We’re obviously missing a
few pieces to this puzzle, but given Müller’s research, as well as
what you’ve told me, I can make some educated guesses.” Dugan
leaned back in his chair and continued. “Apparently, there is a
deep race-memory of the Mondragoran that pops up in many cultures;
you just have to know what to look for. The signs of their touch
have been the legends of the world of monsters. Our childhood
terrors are apparently their failed attempts to take over this
world.

“While they have god-like
powers, according to the legends Müller gathered, they are unable
to fully utilize those powers against this world because of the
Foundations. The Foundations are a form of magical barrier that
hold them at bay. These wards limit the power of the Mondragoran
assaults, allowing mankind a chance to fight back.”

“And that’s where I come
in,” Jordan interjected.

“Unfortunately, yes. You
are apparently a carefully-planned attempt by the Mondragoran to
eliminate the Foundations. Their previous servants were unable to
handle their power—they told you that themselves. My guess is that
these creations of theirs were initially humans, whom they imbued
with their power over a long period of time. But they were never
able to create, from a living creature, something controllable yet
powerful enough to destroy the Foundations. They must have begun at
some point to experiment with forms of undead, like zombies or
revenants, but I assume those experiments were less than
successful. Eventually, they came up with the idea of creating
their Child of Darkness, which you have the misfortune of
being.”

“So basically I’m the
Antichrist, and the whole world is fucked because of
me.”

“No, I don’t think that’s
necessarily true. I don’t believe in luck, Jordan. What were the
odds of you becoming lost to the Mondragoran before they could
fully indoctrinate you? Resisting them when they had you? Knowing
and finding me, one of the few people aware of the Mondragoran and
willing to fight against them? Some things do happen for a reason.
All the legends of the Mondragoran refer to some force—gods—who
fought and drove the Mondragoran away. There is an opposition force
that strives against them. It may not be obvious, but it’s there.
You’ve had many opportunities to choose their evil, but when given
any chance to resist, no matter how small, you chose to defy them.
I think this force is somehow responsible for your having these
choices. You are a free individual; you are not evil like them, no
matter what you might think. But until this ‘force of good’ reveals
itself, we’ll have to fight against them ourselves as best we can.
Unless, of course, you have other plans?”

“Yeah, right. They turn me
into a life-sucking monster, rape my mind, turn my girlfriend
against me, and plan to destroy my world. Not to mention my
girlfriend’s demon-lover nearly pulled me apart, and I’ve burned my
house down. No, I think the only plans I have right now involve
being the biggest pain in the ass they ever had.”

“Good. Then I think it’s
time we decided how to work against their goals.”

“I don’t suppose you have
any ideas?” Jordan asked.

“Actually, I do. We know
the Mondragoran need you to destroy the Foundations; otherwise, why
send Ackerman to deal with you? Since you came into your power only
tonight, we should still have some time before Ackerman can reach
us. According to an article I read recently, he’s currently living
in England; even if he left tonight, he shouldn’t be in Seattle for
another few hours.”

“Unless he used magic to
get here.”

“If he could do that, why
send the demon after you? No, I think it’s safe to assume that we
have some time before he arrives.”

“Time to run, you mean,”
Jordan muttered grimly.

“You know the old saying,
Jordan: ‘he who runs away lives to fight another day.’ You must
have considerable power, but you don’t yet know how to access it.
You need time to discover your abilities. Besides, I think we need
to find out more about these Foundations—what they are and how they
work.”

“Do you think they could
be places like Stonehenge, or something like that?” Jordan
asked.

“There are places of power
all over the world. Stonehenge was one of those at one time, but
from what I’ve read of Müller’s work, I don’t think the Foundations
work like that. The barriers aren’t places of mystical energy that
can be used by others. They’re more like points in the Earth where
some type of ward was set. In all my years of research, I’ve never
discovered any reference to their placement. Whatever energy
signature they radiate, it isn’t anything like the forms of
mystical power I’m familiar with.”

“So what do you propose we
do?”

“We’ll gather several
books and items from this study that might prove useful in fighting
the Mondragoran and Ackerman. I’ll leave a note downstairs for
Sheila saying that I had a family emergency and had to leave town.
I’ll tell her to close the store if I’m not back in a few days. And
I’ll give her a check for a month’s pay in advance, to ensure that
she hangs around. Then you and I are going to disappear, my boy. If
no one knows where we are, it’ll buy us a little time.”

“Surely Ackerman has other
ways of locating us.”

“Oh, I’m sure he does. But
it’ll take some preparation before he can use any supernatural
forms of tracking. By that time I intend for us to be visiting a
special friend of mine here in Seattle—a person who is remarkably
suited to this situation and who I’m almost positive will help us.
At the very least, he’ll hide us for a while.”

Dugan rose and began
gathering items from around the room—glass vials, amulets, books,
weapons—and piling them onto the desk.

“So who are we going to
see?” Jordan asked, curious.

“Ever read about a fellow
known as the Count of St.-Germain...?”


 Chapter Twelve

A young black woman
organized the shelves of Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books at quarter to
nine in the morning, preparing for another day’s work. As she
counted the money from the upstairs vault into the register, she
pondered the message left by her employer.

It had been in a small
envelope on the counter next to the cash register. Brief and to the
point, it stated that there had been a family crisis and Dugan
would be gone for several days. He asked that she please run the
store over the weekend, but close it up on Monday if he hadn’t
returned. Along with the note was a paycheck made out to her for
the next four weeks.

The whole thing seemed
very strange. She had tried to reach their only other employee,
Jordan Hanson, hoping he might know what was going on. But when she
called the number on his employee card, the phone just kept
ringing.

Closing the register and
keying in her access code, she reached for the large, steaming
Kwickie Mart coffee that had been cooling on the counter. The cup
was almost to her lips when a loud thumping on the glass of the
front door startled her. Setting the cup back down, she glanced
over to the door. A man and a woman stood outside; the woman,
rapping heavily on the door with black lace opera gloves, seemed
very intense. Sheila checked her watch, which read five to nine,
looked back at the woman, and raised her right hand with all five
fingers splayed out. The woman shook her head negatively, motioning
for Sheila to open the door, while mouthing the word
“please”.

Pushy bitch, Sheila
thought, but since it was only a few minutes early, she decided to
open the door anyway. As she approached, she noticed that the woman
was dressed entirely in black. Her dress was a sleeveless,
ankle-length, crushed velvet material, with ornate silver buttons
running down the front. The low-cut neckline revealed far too much
cleavage, Sheila decided. The lower buttons were undone just up to
the woman’s knees, revealing long, pale legs. Must be into the goth
scene, Sheila thought, flipping the sign hanging against the glass
to OPEN and unlocking the door.

“What’s the rush, honey?”
she asked, stepping aside to allow the woman and her friend to
enter. “Whatever book you’re looking for would still have been here
in five minutes.”

“I’m not looking for a
book,” the woman replied, smiling pleasantly. “I’m Elizabeth,
Jordan’s girlfriend. I was wondering if he came into work today?”
She slipped past Sheila and into the store, the large man following
closely. He was wearing a dark blue raincoat and mirrored
sunglasses that thoroughly concealed his eyes. A strong scent of
musky cologne emanated from him. Sheila found his presence
unsettling.

“Well, Jordan wasn’t
supposed to be working today; I’m running the store through the
weekend. He isn’t due in until Monday. Is something
wrong?”

The smile crumpled from
Elizabeth’s face. “Jordan and I had an awful fight last night and
he left. I just have to make things up with him, but I can’t do
that if I can’t find him.” Elizabeth leaned against the counter
with her head bent and quietly began to cry.

Feeling sorry for
Elizabeth, Sheila placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. She
failed to notice Elizabeth’s companion silently closing the door,
then turning the lock and flipping the sign back to
CLOSED.

“I’m sorry, honey. Men can
be real assholes sometimes. If you want, you can give me a number
to call in case I hear from him. Who knows, maybe he tried to leave
a message on your home phone and couldn’t get through—your
answering machine wasn’t picking up when I called this
morning.”

Elizabeth raised her head
without turning to face Sheila. “Why did you call our
house?”

“I wanted to ask Jordan
about a note Dugan left me. I was hoping he might be able to
explain it to me,” Sheila said, moving around the other side of the
counter. The man came to stand by Elizabeth’s side.

“What did this note say?
Maybe I can help you figure it out,” Elizabeth offered.

“Oh, I understood the note
all right. Dugan said he had a family emergency and he’d be out of
town for a while. He didn’t say what the emergency was. But the
strange part was that he said if he wasn’t back after the weekend,
to close the store. Why didn’t he ask both Jordan and me to run the
store? And why close it after just a couple of days? That’s why I
was trying to reach Jordan this morning; I thought he might have a
better idea what was going on.”

“That’s interesting,”
Elizabeth commented thoughtfully. “My boyfriend disappears last
night, and now his boss is gone this morning. Tell me—Sheila, isn’t
it?” she nodded toward the saleswoman. “Are Jordan and Dugan good
friends?”

“Well, they get along, if
that’s what you mean. But Dugan gets along with everyone. I’m not
sure if he and Jordan did anything outside of work. Do you think
there’s a connection between Jordan not coming home and Dugan
leaving town?”

“Maybe,” Elizabeth
replied, tapping a finger on the counter. “Do you have a home
number for Dugan, or an address? He might have some idea where
Jordan went.”

“Yes, I’ve got both right
here,” Sheila answered, thumbing through a Rolodex next to the
computer. “That must have been some argument the two of you had.”
She reached for a pen and notepad.

“Trust me, it
was.”

“So, who’s your silent
friend?” Sheila asked, scribbling down Dugan’s
information.

“Oh, Simon.” Elizabeth
glanced over her shoulder. “He just arrived from England this
morning.”

“Visiting the colonies,
huh?” Sheila asked with a grin, revealing pretty white teeth as she
handed Dugan’s phone number and address to Elizabeth. “What are you
going to do while you’re here?”

Simon offered no response,
staring at Sheila with his mirrored eyes while Elizabeth took the
slip of paper and examined it. Looking up, Elizabeth said darkly,
“Why don’t you show her what you’ll be doing while you’re here,
Simon?”

Sheila was still smiling
when, in one fluid motion, Simon reached behind him into the collar
of his coat, pulled out a thin black throwing knife, and propelled
it into her mouth. Her beautiful grin shattered away in a shower of
blood and broken teeth, the dagger lodging deep into the back of
her throat. Sheila’s hands reached up spasmodically to grasp the
object sprouting from between her lips as another of Simon’s
concealed knives, thrown with tremendous force, suddenly
materialized in the center of her forehead. She toppled behind the
counter with a heavy thud, her body still and lifeless.

“That’s what Simon will be
doing while he’s here, honey,” Elizabeth commented idly, picking up
the cup of coffee.

“Why don’t we pay a visit
to Mr. Dugan?” she suggested to Simon, turning toward the door and
taking a long drink.

“Mmmm, black with lots of
sugar, just the way I like it,” she purred.



Chapter Thirteen

Jordan fidgeted with the
door lock as the truck wound its way through the tide of morning
traffic.

About an hour earlier,
they’d arrived at Dugan’s home, a ramshackle affair filled with
almost as many books as the store. Jordan had changed back into his
now-dry clothes and duster, while Dugan quickly packed a couple of
suitcases. He’d thrown them into the back of his red pickup truck,
along with several boxes he’d crammed with items he thought might
be useful. He’d also insisted that Jordan leave the Jeep in his
garage, saying that it would be best to travel in his
less-conspicuous vehicle. Finally, Dugan had tied a heavy tarp over
the back of the truck after removing something from one of the
boxes. He’d gone back inside, pulled on a worn brown tweed jacket
from a musty closet, locked up the house, and they were back on the
road.

At nine o’clock, when he
figured the banks would be open, Jordan asked Dugan to stop by a
First Bank of Seattle branch. There, after overcoming some initial
trepidation due to his most recent banking experience, he went in
and made a withdrawal from his and Elizabeth’s joint account. After
showing the teller and her supervisor the appropriate I.D. and
filling out a counter-check, he withdrew five thousand dollars from
the account, leaving sixteen dollars and thirty cents for
Elizabeth.

Dugan hadn’t said a word
since they had left the house. He simply stared at the road as he
drove, humming along to a classic rock station.

Tired of playing “identify
the roadkill,” Jordan decided to strike up a conversation. “Hey,
Paul, at the store you asked if I’d heard of someone called
St.-Germain. Is that who we’re going to see?”

“Well, the name he’s
currently using is Darien Schoening, but that’s just one of a long
string of aliases. I wouldn’t expose his identity if it weren’t for
the dire nature of your situation. Darien guards his privacy very
highly—but since we’re going to have to tell him about you, it
seems only fair to give you some background on him.”

“Enough buildup already.
What’s the story with this guy?”

“Let me think—where’s a
good place to begin?” Dugan paused a moment. “Are you familiar with
the story of the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of
Life?”

“Doesn’t the Philosopher’s
Stone have something to do with alchemy?”

“Correct. The alchemists
believed in an unchanging substance called First Matter. It
supposedly had no properties of its own, yet had the potentiality
for all things within it. Finding or creating the Philosopher’s
Stone was the greatest goal of an alchemist. Some alchemists spent
their entire lives trying to create this substance, which they
theorized was the ultimate catalyst in the transmutations of base
metals, such as from lead to gold. It was also believed that
whoever created the Philosopher’s Stone could formulate the Elixir
of Life, another miraculous substance with countless applications.
It could restore an individual’s youth, make the impotent virile,
heal the crippled, cure disease, and even resurrect the
dead.”

“So, first the alchemist
had to find or create the Philosopher’s Stone—”

“—for which no one knew
the exact formula,” Dugan interjected.

“—and then they could
create this super-powered mojo juice. Let me guess,” Jordan added,
“no one was really sure how to make the Elixir of Life
either.”

“Almost no one. But one of
the more famous individuals in the occult world, the Count of
St.-Germain, supposedly possessed the Elixir of Life. He was a
prominent figure in French society in the seventeen hundreds.
Tremendously wealthy and a great scholar, he moved in the highest
social circles. He claimed to be thousands of years old, due to a
unique diet of his own design and his Elixir of Life. Various
documents extol him as a man of many talents: a consummate
violinist, a skillful painter, an accomplished chemist, and
ambidextrous to the point that he could write the same article with
both hands simultaneously. He also had a photographic memory and
was considered an outstanding linguist of his day. It was said that
he spoke at least eleven languages fluently, among them Chinese,
Arabic, French, English, and even Sanskrit. As a historian he was
unparalleled. He possessed an incredibly detailed knowledge of the
preceding two thousand years, and his understanding of European
politics gained him entry to the most private circles of the
nobility. He supposedly died in Germany in 1784, but many
autobiographers suspect that he was given a mock funeral and claim
that there is documented proof of his being alive as late as
1860.”

“So you’re implying that
Darien Schoening is this immortal St.-Germain?”

“Yes, I think
so.”

“What do you mean, you
think so? He hasn’t told you he’s this guy?”

“Not exactly, but I’ve
known him for a very long time, and over the years I’ve learned a
lot about him. It’s been a kind of unspoken game between the two of
us. I try to trap him into answering certain questions about his
past, and he skillfully avoids answering such questions
directly.”

“Well, why do you think
he’s St.-Germain, if he hasn’t told you outright? I mean, if he
knows how much you’re into the occult, he could just be playing
with your head.”

“That would be a
possibility, if my conclusion was based only upon speaking with
him, but there’s more to it than that. I told you that when I was
much younger and working on my doctorate, I did a lot of traveling.
It was during those travels that I met Darien. Another associate of
mine, an antiques dealer, had suggested that I look up a Mr.
Schoening in New York. I was very impressed with him; I’d never met
anyone with such a diverse and clear understanding of so many
aspects of the occult and magic. You might say that Darien
Schoening became my mentor after that day. He was the first person
I ever told about what happened to me in the Army. He understood my
all-consuming desire to comprehend what had occurred and agreed to
help me learn more about the mystic arts. He directed me to people
and sources that accelerated my learning and understanding of
magic. We’ve remained in contact ever since, sharing information
whenever we meet. It has been a bit one-sided, though. He knows so
much that I am seldom able to impart anything that is unfamiliar to
him. Nevertheless, he and I have remained friends and I continue to
learn from him.”

“Where does your belief
that he’s immortal come in?”

“It was only a few years
ago that I became certain there was more to Darien than met the
eye. The man who suggested I meet Darien, when I was in college,
was simply a business associate. I did not see him again until many
years later. This person—I believe his name was Michael—was almost
ninety and living in Israel at the time. He hadn’t seen Darien in
over thirty years. It wasn’t until late in our discussion that his
name even came up, when Michael inquired if I’d ever had a chance
to meet Mr. Schoening. After all, he said, Darien was probably
getting on like himself and wouldn’t be around much longer. I was
taken aback by the remark because I’d never thought of Darien as
being much older than myself.

“Thinking that perhaps
Michael was getting a little forgetful, I asked him how old Darien
would have been by then. His answer struck me as even more bizarre.
He claimed to have first met Darien in England when they were both
in their forties. They’d kept in touch for a while, but lost
contact after about ten years. This period corresponded to a time
when I knew Darien was traveling abroad, after which he’d moved
from New York to Seattle. I left Michael without telling him that
his onetime friend appeared to be about the same age as when they
had first met more than forty years earlier.

“On my flight back to
Seattle, I realized that for as long as I had known him, Darien had
looked the same. You can usually tell if someone has had plastic
surgery or dyed their hair. A person may look youthful, but time
still changes them one way or another. That isn’t the case with
Darien. After seeing Michael, I managed to dig up an old photo of
Darien and myself celebrating the completion of my Ph.D. The
picture only further corroborated this strange notion of Darien
being immortal. It was the only photo I had of him; he was
notorious for avoiding having his picture taken. I studied that
photograph very carefully, Jordan—he did look exactly the same
after twenty years!”

“But you didn’t confront
him about it?” Jordan asked curiously.

“No, there was no reason
to. You have to understand, I didn’t just learn interesting facts
and stories from Darien. I also saw him perform real magic over the
years! I saw him summon things from places that you’d believe only
existed in dreams. I’ve witnessed him perform feats of illusion
that the most advanced special effects today couldn’t duplicate.
No, I knew there was a genuine possibility that he was far older
than he seemed. If he didn’t wish to tell me, that was fine with
me, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t do a little research on my
own.”

“So what did you find
out?”

“For one thing, I learned
through some not-so-legal methods that Darien Schoening could not
be the person he claimed. I checked his social security number and,
after considerable research and calling in a few favors, discovered
that the number belonged to young man who had disappeared in
Louisiana in the nineteen-forties. The man was thought to have
drowned in a nearby bog, but no body was ever discovered. Darien
had used the missing man’s number to create an identity for himself
here in America.

“Over time, I was able to
trace the individual I knew as Darien, via several aliases,
backward from the time at which he had usurped his current
identity. It was a complicated and convoluted path. I ran into many
pieces of information that I think were left as intentional
misdirections to confuse anyone trying to learn about his past.
Often, I was able to choose the correct path only based on
first-hand knowledge of Darien’s personal habits. After several
years of investigation, I succeeded in tracing him as far back as
the eighteen-sixties.”

“Where his past somehow
merges with this St.-Germain character?”

“Exactly. About the time I
began to lose any clear reference to Darien’s past, I found aspects
of his life that seemed to correspond with documented events
involving St.-Germain after his supposed death. While the
connection was a little hazy, my studies, at the very least,
revealed that Darien is well over a hundred years old.”

“So what about the
‘unspoken game’ you mentioned?”

“Well, over the years,
Darien and I had developed the habit of meeting once a month. It
was during one such visit a few years ago that I intended to
confront him with my research. I visited him at home that evening.
We sat down for dinner, and I began what I thought would be some
light conversation leading to my big revelation. But Darien himself
directed our conversation to the topic of the Marquis de
Montferrat, another alias of St.-Germain’s. He then proceeded to
describe the fascinating life of this unique individual, a life
with which I was already well acquainted—but he added an element
about St.-Germain that I had never considered.

“He began to discuss,
‘hypothetically,’ how difficult it might be for someone who was
immortal to live in our present age. He said that, if the Marquis
were still alive today, he might want to live for the future as
ordinary people do, instead of being mired down by his past lives.
Should his identity become common knowledge, he would have to
disappear from the world for generations, rather than become an
oddity to be stalked by the public. At least, that’s how he thought
the Marquis would feel if he were alive today, he said.”

Dugan paused for a moment.
“I’m not sure how Darien discovered that I was researching him.
Perhaps my questions were not as discreet as I had assumed.
Regardless, I never revealed my surprise that night or any other. I
knew if I ever broached the subject, I might never see my friend
again.”

“But you’re going to tell
him now, aren’t you?”

“We have no other choice.
The man I have come to know as Darien Schoening is an honorable
person whom I do not believe would willingly allow an evil such as
the Mondragoran to enter our world. The game between the two of us
is at an end. We must act quickly if we are to have any hope of
defeating the Mondragoran, and Darien’s knowledge and skill could
prove crucial. Besides,” Dugan added as they passed through an open
gate and down a long driveway surrounded by tall trees, “we’re
here.”

. . . .

They parked the truck by
the side of the house and walked along the crushed gravel driveway
up to a pair of wide, colonial-style doors. Dugan rang the bell,
and shortly after, the door opened.

An officious-looking man
dressed in hunter-green pants and a black turtleneck greeted them.
His skin was tanned a dark brown, and he had short brown hair and
sparse eyebrows.

“Good morning, Mr. Dugan,”
he said in a rich, cultured voice. “Master Schoening was expecting
visitors this morning; please come in.” The gentleman stepped back,
directing them with a flourish of his hand toward a long
hallway.

“Was Darien expecting us
specifically, or just any visitors who might happen to show up on
his doorstep?” Dugan asked as they proceeded into the
atrium.

“One of Master Schoening’s
gifts is the ability to foresee when he will be needed,” the man
responded, closing the door and turning to face them. “Yesterday
evening, Master Schoening had a vision that his skills would soon
be called upon, and that those who needed him would arrive by the
next morning. He has never been wrong about such things since I
have been with him. It is the next day, you are here, therefore you
must be the individuals who were to call upon him.”

“Unfortunately, I’m afraid
Darien was correct.”

Jordan gave a little
cough, catching Dugan’s attention. Then, looking pointedly at
Dugan, he nodded slightly toward their guide.

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,”
Dugan apologized. “It’s all right, Jordan, we can talk in front of
Adam. He’s Darien’s valet, and aware of all of Darien’s business.”
Dugan motioned to the valet. “Adam, this is Jordan Hanson. Jordan,
this is Adam.”

“Pleased to meet you,
Adam.” Jordan extended his hand.

“A pleasure also, Mr.
Hanson,” Adam replied, shaking Jordan’s hand firmly.

“You can call me Jordan.
I’m not much into formality.”

“Certainly, Jordan,” Adam
responded with a smile. “I think it would be best if I took you to
see Master Schoening now. He’s in the solarium. If you would follow
me.”

Adam led them down the
long hallway, through a veritable maze of rooms and corridors. From
the front, the single story house had appeared large to Jordan, but
it was spread out over an even greater area than he had
anticipated. They passed through dozens of spacious rooms and
several other hallways as Adam navigated them over the smooth,
polished marble floors.

The halls and rooms had
vaulted ceilings and many tall, narrow windows, which allowed
natural light into every corner of the house. Jordan was surprised
by the lack of furniture; he noticed only an occasional chair or
small sofa as they proceeded. Instead, statues and other pieces of
art, displayed on pedestals, filled the house. The walls were
covered with numerous paintings. It seemed to Jordan to be more of
a museum than a home.

“Mr. Schoening has some
nice art,” Jordan commented.

“Yes, he does,” Adam
responded. “He has been collecting for quite some time.”

Finally, Adam stopped
before two glass-paned doors with long white drapes hanging behind
them. “Here we are, gentlemen,” he announced, stepping forward and
pushing both doors inward. Jordan and Dugan followed
closely.

The solarium reminded
Jordan of an ornate greenhouse. It was a huge, warm chamber, with
the walls in front and to either side composed mostly of
bluish-green glass panes. Jordan could see through them to finely
manicured lawns surrounded by tall trees. The ceiling was a domed
canopy of glass, held in place by a web of reinforced steel. Trees
and shrubberies in large clay pots packed the chamber. Countless
flowers grew in well-maintained beds, their fragrances filling the
air. Jordan found the room very relaxing, and far more welcoming
than the rest of the house.

Adam led them through the
abundant foliage to the center of the room, where a large,
intricate Oriental rug was spread out. Several elegant but
comfortable-looking velvet chairs rested upon it, surrounding a
round table filled with plates of fruit, cheese, bread, and various
meats. A smaller table near one of the chairs held two tall,
steaming silver kettles, with fine china cups and condiments for
coffee and tea. On the other side of that chair was a man with
short, black hair. At the sound of their approach, he turned to
greet them.

He struck Jordan as
singularly unimpressive. He looked about forty years old, couldn’t
have been over five-nine, and was on the thin side. A cream,
long-sleeved, collarless shirt with the sleeves rolled up and
rumpled khaki pants hung loosely upon him. As the man padded across
the carpet toward them, Jordan noticed that he was wearing worn
leather sandals.

“Paul,” he exclaimed, his
right hand extended, “good to see you.” Releasing Dugan’s hand, the
man embraced him. “I’m sorry we aren’t meeting under better
circumstances.”

“Me too,” Dugan responded,
as Schoening released him and stepped back. “Exactly how much of
our ‘circumstances’ are you aware of?”

“Not much,” he answered.
“My vision last night left me drained and with few particulars in
mind. What I did discern,” he continued, “was the awareness that
something terribly evil is trying to penetrate the veil protecting
our world. I felt its darkness and its overwhelming desire to feed
upon our reality. My premonition also revealed to me that this
horror could be stopped by one of two men who would visit me today.
A title was left in my mind of the one most capable of resisting
this darkness, and since I already know where you stand in the
scheme of this universe,” Darien turned from Dugan to Jordan, “you,
sir, must be the Child of Shadows.”

“I’d rather be called
Jordan, if you don’t mind.”

“Yes, of course. Please,
call me Darien.” As he took Jordan’s hand, a look of surprise
crossed his face. Darien glanced down at their clasped hands, then
back at Jordan. “What has been done to you?” he whispered in shock.
“I have never felt this kind of energy from any living creature.
Yet you show none of the obvious signs of the undead.”

“Yeah, well I guess I’m
something new,” Jordan sighed, pulling his hand away.

“Darien,” Dugan
interjected, “until last night Jordan was as normal as any other
human. When you had your vision, that was probably the moment
Jordan was transformed into this Child of Shadows. This is all very
new to him.”

“I see.” Darien’s gaze
softened. “Please, both of you, sit down,” he offered, motioning
toward the chairs. “Adam will bring us food and drink and you can
tell me what you know.”

They chose three chairs
close together. Adam brought Dugan and Jordan each a plate piled
high with the foods laid out on the table. Then, after inquiring
what they would like to drink, he returned with two cups of coffee.
Jordan observed that Adam did not take any food to Darien, only a
tall glass of what appeared to be water.

Darien noticed Jordan
watching him. “I have a very strict diet,” he explained. “Most
people do not find it appealing. Although,” he added with a smile,
“with all the health food crazes nowadays, it might eventually come
into vogue.” He motioned to the nearby table. “I had Adam prepare
this meal for whomever was to arrive this morning. Please enjoy
yourselves.”

Dugan and Jordan sat with
their plates in their laps and quietly devoured their food. Neither
of them had eaten for some time, and both made short work of their
meals. Darien watched them, sipping his drink, but said nothing.
After Dugan and Jordan were finished, Adam stepped out from the
surrounding greenery, where he had been waiting silently, and
gathered up their empty plates. He refilled their drinks and
disappeared once more into the foliage.

“I find it is always
easier for people to discuss serious topics on a full stomach,”
Darien commented, breaking the silence. He leaned forward. “Between
the three of us, perhaps we will arrive at a solution to the
matter. I assume,” he continued, glancing at Jordan, “that Paul has
told you about my interest in the occult, as well as his own
speculations about me?” Jordan nodded. “Then, all pretense aside,
let me assure you that Paul’s hypothesis that I am the Comte de
St.-Germain is correct.”

The man known as Darien
Schoening smiled at Dugan. “It is a secret known only to a handful
of people, and one that I guard well. I want you to know, Paul,” he
added, “I appreciate that you have not shared my secret with anyone
else until now. It’s a pity that it had to end. I have rather
enjoyed our intellectual thrust and parry. You were quite tenacious
in attempting to maneuver me into divulging my identity. But you
never really succeeded.”

“I would have eventually,”
Dugan responded.

“Yes, I suppose you would
have. But I’m afraid those days are over,” Darien sighed. “I can no
longer afford the luxury of anonymity.”

Darien turned to Jordan.
“I thought it appropriate to let you know with whom you were
dealing. I have been alive for several thousand years. I remember
the secrets of civilizations that archaeologists aren’t aware ever
existed. I have encountered creatures and people that the general
populace believes existed only in myth. I have worked with some of
the greatest sorcerers of this world. All my knowledge and
capabilities are at your disposal.”

“The question is,” Dugan
interrupted, “how much are you willing to become
involved?”

“I have witnessed the
darkest days of man, Paul. I have seen some of the greatest threats
ever to rise against humanity, but I have never come in contact
with the kind of evil that my vision revealed to me last night.
Whatever dark storm is about to rise against mankind, if it isn’t
stopped, the human race as we know it will cease to
exist.”

“Then let’s fill in the
details for you.” Dugan turned to Jordan. “Why don’t you tell him
everything you told me, my boy, and then I’ll take over from
there.”

“Sure, what’s a nightmare
among friends, right?” Jordan said darkly. Then he began telling
his tale for the second time. Darien listened intently, his face
growing grim as he learned of the coming of the
Mondragoran.



Chapter Fourteen

A minor pain in either
hand, and he was ready to begin. The warm liquid flowed from his
palms; it was the paint, reality the canvas. His long fingers
danced through the air, weaving a work of living art. His pace was
feverish, his concentration absolute. Through the tremendous force
of his will, and the twisted desire of his soul, he maintained the
cohesion of his creation. He built upon it, layer by layer,
crooning to it as he toiled, pouring the dark energy of his life
force into it, drinking in its macabre beauty as it took shape
before him. It was almost finished. He could sense the first signs
of awareness within it, the stirrings of its own quasi-life. It was
almost time. Soon he would whisper into it the names buried deep
within his mind, and then they would come.

. . . .

Jason Burbridge was not a
happy man as he thumbed the elevator button to the eighteenth floor
of the Regency Hotel. It was only his fourth week on the job, and
he was already on probationary status. If he didn’t deal with this
situation before anyone in management learned about it, he’d
certainly be fired.

First, there had been the
issue over his losing the small Lhasa Apso belonging to the
Japanese couple. It had been his responsibility to take the yapping
little monster for a walk, but when he snuck a glance at an
exceptionally hot-looking jogger, the obnoxious animal had slipped
its leash and torn off down the street. He’d actually found it a
couple of blocks later, but he decided that, in light of its abrupt
meeting with a semi in the meantime, he’d just maintain that he’d
lost it.

Then there was that minor
confusion with the shellfish during the second week. How was he to
have known that the specially-ordered containers of clams would
spoil after being outside for a couple of hours? He’d been
introducing himself to the new maid up on the second floor, but
he’d eventually gotten them to the kitchen. Besides, only a few
people got sick, and no one had connected the food poisoning to the
Soup of the Day.

Last week’s fiasco had
been the finishing touch—getting caught with the new maid in one of
the linen closets. He hadn’t even finished. If it weren’t for his
dad being on the management team, he’d have been out for sure.
Instead, he’d been given one more chance, along with the ultimatum
that if he screwed up again, he was out on his ass. That remark had
come from his father personally. He couldn’t let that happen. He
needed this job until he could pull together enough cash to move
out.

The light above the
elevator door blinked eighteen, and Jason stepped out into a
sumptuously decorated hallway.

Now he had to deal with
this mess. He was late this morning—it was almost a quarter after
seven when he punched in—and forgot to check his duties list.
Usually, it was identical to the previous night’s, but a few
minutes ago, when he’d popped into the break room for a quick
smoke, he’d noticed that someone had added a room check for the
Embassy Suite. Apparently, during the night, someone had reserved
one of the diplomats’ rooms for this morning. His task was to
ensure that everything was all right with the room before the
bigwig arrived. Plenty of clean towels and toiletries, a fully
stocked bar, fresh fruit on the table, the whole nine yards. If
everything wasn’t in order, he was history.

It was ten o’clock, and he
had no idea whether the suite was already occupied. If it was,
maybe he could personally deal with any problems that might have
come up; if it wasn’t, he could still do a quick
inspection.

Stopping at the door to
the Embassy Suite, he straightened his tailored green jacket and
black tie and, knocking sharply on the door, called out, “Room
Service.” There was no response, so he knocked once more. Still no
response.

All right!
he thought. Still time
to save my bacon. He inserted his keycard
into the lock and stepped into the suite. His luck must be
changing—no one seemed to have arrived yet. Familiar with the
room’s elegant furnishings, he ignored them and began a cursory
inspection. He checked the fridge and bar to see whether they were
fully stocked and ensured that the central room had been cleaned.
He was relieved to find everything in order, right down to the
basket of complimentary fruit on the table. The room did feel a
little too cold, but he easily corrected that by adjusting the
thermostat. Then he darted into the two adjoining bedrooms, usually
reserved for diplomatic aides, giving them the once-over. Finding
them clean and fully stocked, he crossed the main room, heading
toward the master bedroom. If everything was in order there, he’d
be home free.

As Jason opened the door
to the master bedroom, however, he realized that things were most
certainly not all
right. The scene before him so surprised him that he barely
acknowledged the chill emanating from the room, or the foul odor.
He simply stood there, frozen and mute, absorbing the spectacle.
The thick curtains on the windows had been drawn, blotting out all
daylight, and the lights were off, but there was still illumination
from the dozens of candles scattered on the floor and around the
room, all merrily burning away. Every piece of furniture in the
room had been shoved up against the walls. The enormous king-size
bed was on its side against one wall, the long dresser and sofa
against another. The table and chairs were piled up in a corner,
the lamps tossed haphazardly to his left. Several of the burning
candles had also been placed on the stacks of furniture. Their
fitful light radiated through the piled furnishings, generating odd
and disturbing shadows.

Everything seemed to have
been moved in order to clear an area in the middle of the bedroom.
And there, in the center of the room, was something even more
startling than the bizarre redecorating—an archway. An archway at
least ten feet tall, brushing the ceiling as it floated just above
the floor. It was not an archway made from stone or wood; no, this
was something entirely different, but exactly what, Jason wasn’t
quite sure. It reminded him, somewhat, of a CGI effect—eerie and
surreal. It seemed to be covered in a red liquid. The wet substance
created unsettling, mind-bending images, patterns so complex that
it hurt his brain just to look at them. At first glance, he assumed
the unearthly structure must be a hologram or a clear frame made of
glass or plastic, for although the red patterns looped and twisted
around each other, forming the shape of a portal, he could still
see through the portions not covered by the damp, crimson patterns.
It was as though the patterns were painted upon the air itself—but
he knew that was impossible. Dumbfounded, he gawked at it,
wondering what it was and how the hell it got here. Management was
not going to be happy about this.

Then he noticed the figure
seated on the floor. The strange floating apparition had so held
his attention, he had not seen the man before it. But there he was,
naked and cross-legged, his hands in his lap, long red hair hanging
damply past his shoulders and down his chest. His pale skin
glistened in the candlelight, his eyes closed, a dreamy smile on
his face. As Jason watched, the man’s eyes opened and looked up at
him, the smile on his thin lips expanding. The man’s pointed goatee
made the grin appear particularly sinister in the flickering light.
Jason jumped as the man moved his arms, but he only raised them
from his lap, extending them toward Jason, the palms presented
toward him, as though for inspection. Jason’s stomach twisted with
nausea as he stared at the deep red lacerations cutting across the
palms of each hand, the blood still dripping from them. Then the
man spoke in a soft, faraway voice. The accent sounded
English.

“I bled myself...I needed
the blood. My blood and my hands. I had to build a door, you
see....” The man tilted his head slightly to the left, his grin
becoming lopsided as he bored into Jason with piercing eyes. “Do
you feel a draft?” he asked.

Jason began backing out of
the room, but it was far too late. An object to his right,
previously unnoticed, suddenly detached itself from the shadows. It
moved between Jason and the stranger. It floated before him, the
surrounding candlelight silhouetting its wet and glistening form.
It reminded him for all the world of a giant jellyfish. Even though
it was as large as he was, it appeared almost fragile in the
haunting light. Its “body” was a fleshy, translucent bell—he could
see the pictures on the other side of the room through the meaty
substance—with hundreds of thin, pinkish-red streamers hanging
down, the tips just brushing the carpeting. The body was laced with
pulsating blue and purple veins, and a solid spherical object,
about the size of a basketball, floated in the middle of the
translucent dome—it looked almost like a brain.

The thing began to drift
sluggishly toward him. A hysterical giggle escaped Jason as he
turned to run, but he never made it across the threshold. Dozens of
the creature’s thin, tape-like tentacles darted out, wrapping
themselves around the hapless boy like bands of steel. As they
touched his skin, he felt a peculiar tingle, followed by numbness.
The flat tendrils covered him almost entirely, enveloping him in a
fleshy shroud like an obscene mummy. The creature slowly floated
toward the ceiling, reeling the encased, now paralyzed, figure up
underneath it. Jason, his mouth covered, was unable to scream as he
was inexorably pulled into the creature. Then, as his unblinking
eyes stared up into the thing, he saw its mouth for the first time.
The only sounds that issued from the creature were soft crunching
and slurping noises, with the occasional patter of liquid spraying
onto the floor.

Ackerman gracefully
unfolded himself from the floor and began blowing the candles out
one by one. The resulting darkness was quickly replaced by an icy
blue light emanating from the interior of the archway. He walked
over to stand before the glowing portal. A cold, sour wind emerged
from it, bathing his body in its fetid embrace. In his mind he
heard its sentient cries echoing into the void as it called out to
the other dimension, summoning still more demons to serve
him.

. . . .

Elizabeth followed
silently behind Simon as they exited the elevator and proceeded to
their room. That she had to defer to this hulking imbecile grated
against her very being. To others he might appear dark and
foreboding, but with her new senses she saw through his slowly
decaying, fleshy facade into the weak, impotent man underneath.
Physically, she knew he was no match for her; regardless of his
brute strength or prowess with knives, she discerned that the spark
of power in him was a paltry thing compared to the inferno of
darkness within her own tainted heart. But he was one of Ackerman’s
first chosen and one of his favorite pets; unless he said
otherwise, he expected her to follow Simon.

She had already failed
Ackerman, badly, and at a time when she had most wanted to please
him. She dared not reveal her true feelings about Simon or the
others to Lord Ackerman. If she offended him again, he might take
back the wondrous gifts he had given her, and she could not bear to
return to the frail, mortal thing she once was. Shedding the
wretched weight of humanity was the most wonderful, most profound
experience she had ever known. With each passing hour, she reveled
in the sinister power of her new body. But she must somehow regain
Ackerman’s favor; she must atone for the abysmal failures of the
night before. He had expected so much of her when he had shared
with her his seed, infusing her with his dark desires and
dreams.

After he had joined with
her, through the surrogate Choronzon, she had been forever changed
by his powers, reshaped into the perfect engine of destruction. He
had seared away her flawed humanity, replacing it with this
indestructible, immortal form. He had told her, while embracing her
in the body of the demon, that she was now a creature of anti-life.
As such, she need never concern herself with the requirements of
mortals again, so long as there were living creatures nearby to
sustain her. Provided she could continually absorb the life forces
of animate beings, she could exist forever. Their energy would make
her stronger, maintain her youth, and repair her when necessary.
The longer the creature’s natural lifespan, the more power she
would be able to glean from it. She could take as much as she
wanted, whenever she wanted, her body simply storing the excess
power until it was needed.

She had first felt the
exquisite pleasure of her new abilities when she’d absorbed
Dragon’s energy—after playing with him a bit—but that had been
nothing compared to the rapture she had experienced when she’d
consumed the life force of the chivalrous fool in the car. She’d
flagged him down about a mile from the burning house; he had been
so obliging in his desire to help a damsel in distress. Not only
had he fed her well, he had supplied her with the means of meeting
Ackerman and the others at the airport.

But that experience had
been of little satisfaction when she had to stand before Ackerman
in the terminal. There in her torn dress, disheveled and barefoot,
under the disapproving scrutiny of the others, she had to explain
how she’d failed to seduce or capture Jordan. As she had explained
the situation to him, she’d felt his anger grow; it was a palpable,
terrible thing. She’d sensed the devastating energy in him
building, ready to strike her down for her inadequacies. But he’d
stayed his hand at the last moment and did not unmake her. Instead,
he gave her a reprieve—partially, he said, because he had expected
too much of such a new tool, and did not wish to prematurely
discard a potentially useful weapon. He was also surprised that her
heightened pheromones had failed to maintain a hold on Jordan’s
will. He’d expected that the chemical attractors he had added to
her arsenal would overwhelm the reasoning capacity of any normal
man or woman. He had not thought that Jordan would already have
been beyond such mortal lures. He was most disappointed by
Choronzon’s failure, though. That was probably the main reason she
had been allowed to live. Regardless of how freakish Jordan’s luck
had been in wounding the demon, Ackerman had expected it to be an
asset in capturing him, not a liability.

She had informed Ackerman
that, after she’d sucked the life out of the driver, leaving his
ash scattered by the road, the creature had “blinked” back to its
dimension. He assured her that he would contact it, verifying her
story and also receiving an explanation for its own failure.
Meanwhile, she would follow his orders or those of his four
acolytes until she could prove that she was capable of acting
independently.

She had returned with them
to the hotel, where the Acolyte Genevieve had given her a dress and
the necessary toiletries to improve her appearance. Afterward,
Ackerman had supplied them with money and sent them out on various
assignments for the morning. That was when she had been paired with
Simon. For now she would defer to him, and to the others when
necessary, biding her time until she could become Lord Ackerman’s
favorite tool.

Removing his mirrored
sunglasses, Simon opened the door to their suite. Elizabeth wiped
the expression of arrogance from her face, replacing it with a look
of meek subservience. The others were already there. Slim Eve, with
her deceptive school-girl looks, was dressed in a long blue tank
dress and reclined in a white satin chair, a leather-bound book in
her lap. Tall and lanky Peter, his blond hair bordering on white,
stood behind her, casually sipping a drink. Genevieve, wearing a
cream blouse and slacks—the light color accentuated her dark brown
skin—sat in another chair across the coffee table from Eve. Her
long black hair hung in tight, beaded braids. And, sprawled out on
the Oriental patterned sofa between the two women, was the Master
himself, Lord Ackerman. Dressed in a long red silk robe, he sat
with his bare feet resting on the coffee table. The robe hung
partially open, exposing his slender, hairless legs. Absently, she
noticed that thin white bandages were wrapped around each of his
hands, neatly covering the back and palms but allowing use of the
fingers. His arms were slung comfortably across the back of the
sofa, a newly-lit cigarette dangling from the fingers of his left
hand. The smoke spiraled toward the ceiling. As Elizabeth looked
proudly at her lord, she sensed from his relaxed manner that he was
very pleased.

Their arrival was noticed
immediately by everyone in the room. Ackerman glanced briefly at
Elizabeth, then made eye contact with Simon. With a barely
perceptible movement of the fingers of his left hand, he motioned
them into the room. Simon strode over to the coffee table to stand
at perfect attention before Ackerman, like a soldier before his
general. Elizabeth took her place quietly on his left, suppressing
her feelings of displeasure at being ignored.

Ackerman smiled up at the
hulking form of Simon. “What do you have to report to me, my
child?” he asked, taking a drag from his cigarette.

“Elizabeth directed me to
the store where Jordan worked,” Simon stated in a deep, baritone
voice, “in the hope that he might have stopped by and spoken with
someone. According to Elizabeth, he has no friends except for the
people he works with. It seemed possible that, if he were desperate
enough, Jordan might attempt to elicit help from one of his
co-workers.

“After a brief
conversation with the only employee there, it appeared that this
did occur. We learned that the employer, a Paul Dugan, had left a
note the night before for the woman working there today. It stated
that he had to leave town quickly, due to a nameless emergency, and
that he would be gone for an uncertain amount of time. The woman
seemed to find the situation very unusual and out of character for
her employer. Elizabeth had already mentioned to me, when I
questioned her about the people with whom Jordan worked, that this
Paul Dugan was very involved with the occult and often lent books
to Jordan on the subject. Based on the assumption that they might
be together, we obtained the home address of Dugan and went there
directly from the store.”

“And what of the employee?
What if Jordan should contact her and become aware that we are
already onto him?” Ackerman interjected.

“With the address in our
possession, the woman was of no further consequence. We dealt with
her and left the store as though it were closed for the weekend.
Under the circumstances, it should be several days before anyone
even notices she is gone, let alone begins any
investigation.”

“That is acceptable.
Continue,” Ackerman softly requested.

“When we arrived at the
home of Paul Dugan, neither he nor Jordan was there. We did
however, locate the vehicle Jordan had used to escape from
Elizabeth and Choronzon the night before. It had been locked out of
sight in Dugan’s garage. There were no other vehicles on the
property at the time. After a careful inspection of the home, and
noting the disarray of several closets and drawers, I came to the
conclusion that the two of them were at the house briefly, gathered
various belongings, and then left. Further inspection did not
reveal anything that might suggest where they went. I would
suggest, my lord, that we contact our followers who work in the
local police departments. They, in turn, can discover the make of
whatever vehicles Paul Dugan owns and begin tracking him
down.”

“That will not be
necessary, Simon, due to some recent actions of mine,” Ackerman
said with a smile. “Do you have anything else you wish to
add?”

“Yes, my lord. During my
search of Dugan’s home, I ran across many books and manuscripts of
rare and little-known lore, as well as several minor artifacts of
power. I believe that Paul Dugan may be more than a mere dabbler in
the arts. He may be of greater use to Jordan than we had previously
considered, and therefore more of a threat to our cause. I suggest
we have other operatives investigate this man; until we learn more,
we should not assume he is just a simple shop owner.”

Ackerman glanced toward
Eve. “You will see that this research is begun at once.”

“Within the hour, my
Lord,” she responded, typing a note on her tablet.

Ackerman turned once more
to Simon. “I am pleased with the information you have gathered for
me, Simon, especially with regard to this Paul Dugan.” Ackerman’s
gaze moved to Elizabeth, his eyes running slowly over her body.
“And how was our newest daughter?” he asked.

“She was obedient and
helpful, my Lord. She answered my questions thoroughly and
thoughtfully and was very useful in helping me obtain information
about Jordan’s whereabouts in a short time. She shows a refreshing
zeal for her work, and I believe she is true to our cause. With
proper training she will be a valuable asset.” Simon paused a
moment and then continued, “If I may be so bold, my lord, I think
perhaps she should not be held too strongly to account for the
previous night’s failures. From what I have witnessed of her
behavior, I believe she attempted to the best of her ability to
sway the Child of Shadows. She was simply not equal to the task of
dealing with his unique nature.”

Elizabeth concealed her
shock at Simon’s unexpected support, but grinned inwardly at the
thought of the brute’s faith in her. With him on her side, she
would be one step closer to regaining the Master’s
favor.

Ackerman smiled at Simon.
“Your high opinion of our newest daughter is duly noted, Simon.
While I was not pleased with Elizabeth after she informed me of
Jordan’s escape, I have forgiven her. After all, none of you who
serve me this closely are without merit in your abilities. While
Elizabeth is by far the newest, in her soul she is as old as the
rest of you in her desire to bring our great overlords to this
world. I know in time she will prove her worth.”

Ackerman rose from the
sofa in one smooth, feline motion and walked over to Simon. “You
always please me, Simon.” Languorously, he placed his hand against
Simon’s cheek and kissed him deeply. After a moment he removed his
hand and stepped back. “Now I would like you and Elizabeth to take
my place,” he said, motioning them toward the sofa. “I wish to
address you all regarding this important endeavor.” He waited for
Simon and Elizabeth to take their seats.

“We are almost ready to
make our second, and last, attempt to capture the Child of
Shadows.” He extinguished his cigarette in a crystal ashtray
sitting on the coffee table, radiating a charisma that bound them
to him more securely than the strongest chains in creation ever
could. He was their god made flesh. They had already followed him
into the frigid fires of hell. Now he would usher them into a
paradise on Earth: an Eden forged in the depths of the living abyss
that was the Mondragoran. They listened in rapt attention, his
words their dark gospel.

“As you are aware, we have
been sent here by the Mondragoran to return the Child of Shadows to
our fold. He has dared to defy our great lords and he shall suffer
most terribly for his audacity.” He paused a moment, making eye
contact with each of them, drawing them in with the hypnotic power
of his honeyed words. “But they alone shall be the ones to mete out
their righteous justice. Our sole purpose is to capture his body
and weaken him sufficiently so that the seed of the Masters’ will,
which resides in his pitiful soul, can germinate, and they can once
more command him. Once they have control of him, they will shatter
the first of the Foundations, which resides in this very city.
After that first ward is broken, the others are destined to fall,
and the glorious dreams that the Masters have promised us will
become reality.”

He began pacing, moving
close to each of them as he continued. “But first we must capture
and bind the Child of Shadows. This is not the simplest of tasks,
as our sister Elizabeth has already discovered.” Ackerman smiled at
her in a paternal fashion. “He is powerful, more than he can
currently imagine, but until last night, he was completely unaware
of his destiny and his true nature. That is his greatest weakness,
a debility we shall exploit to our advantage. He lacks knowledge
and experience, crucial assets that I have in abundance. And now
the Masters have granted me immense power as well—power to wield
against their runaway offspring.

“I have already used my
new skills and energies to reshape the flesh of Elizabeth,” he
added as he passed by her, brushing a hand gently across her cheek,
“and as of this morning I have used them to open a living gate to
the Netherworld. It is a place outside space and time, where the
Masters, ages past, banished some of their most powerful but less
predictable creations.” He had touched them all during his pacing,
infusing them with the tainted energy of his desire with every
caress, and now he stood once more before them. “I possess the
necessary energies and knowledge to bind and command these dark
creations of the Mondragoran. Under my command and your guidance,
they shall seek out and capture the Child, destroying any who dare
to lend him aid.” He paused a moment, drawing the final threads of
their profane yearnings to him. “While the Child holds tremendous
power, also gifted him by the Masters, he does not possess the
knowledge to combat such ageless demons. He will not be able to
stand against their darkness. He will fall before them, and we
shall be victorious.”

“I have already summoned,
in the next room—” Ackerman motioned toward the master bedroom with
his left hand “—a mighty tracking demon, known as the Hound of
Hell. This being can ‘sniff out’ the faintest psychic or mystical
energies. We need waste no more resources trying to discover the
whereabouts of the Child of Shadows. Within the hour, the Hound
will know where he is concealed, and we shall strike. Eve and
Peter,” Ackerman turned to the two enraptured acolytes, “have
contacted a dozen of our Children here in Seattle. They, along with
several demons and assorted hell spawn, which my living gate is
drawing to us even as I speak, shall locate and crush into
submission the body of Jordan Hanson, the Child of Shadows. We
shall—”

Ackerman was cut off in
mid-sentence as a psychic wail of tremendous strength ripped
through each of their minds. Peter, the most sensitive to psychic
energy, fell to his knees clutching his head, blood running from
his ears. Eve and Genevieve doubled over in agony. Simon sat
rigidly, grinding his teeth in pain. A single bead of blood ran
from the corner of his left eye and down his face. Only Elizabeth
and Ackerman remained relatively unaffected by the mental screech.
One, because she was now more like the creature from which it
issued than even Ackerman suspected; the other, because he was
armored by the power of the Mondragoran.

The sound ceased as
abruptly as it had begun. Peter dragged himself slowly up the back
of Eve’s chair. Eve and Genevieve unfolded their tortured bodies,
emitting soft whimpers of pain. Simon loosened his clenched jaw
with an audible pop, but otherwise his expression remained as stoic
as before. He made no attempt to wipe the blood from his face.
Elizabeth simply watched Ackerman.

He stood as before, except
for the small trickle of blood running from his nose to his upper
lip; his face was lit with a hellish grin. “It has found him, my
children,” he whispered hoarsely. “You have just been privileged
with the sweetest experience of pain possible: the baying of the
Hound after its quarry. We have him now.” He looked intently at
Peter and Genevieve. “The two of you prepare yourselves. Eve shall
contact our human contingent and summon them here. Then you shall
lead them, along with the creatures I send with you, against the
false haven where the Child of Shadows cowers. Meanwhile, Eve,
Simon, and Elizabeth shall remain here with me. Eve and Simon, you
will both support me psychically in maintaining the living gate
that allows my demons to exist in this world. You shall also help
me maintain my hold over them. Elizabeth, you shall stand ready as
my physical guard. Your form is equal to that of any demon. Should
my wards weaken, for any reason, allowing one of my creatures to
turn upon me, you shall deal with it.”

They all nodded. The light
of zealotry burned brightly in their eyes, an unholy fervor
radiating from what little soul each of them possessed.

“It is time,” Lord William
Ackerman, High Priest to the Mondragoran, whispered as he walked
toward the master bedroom.



Chapter Fifteen

“You mean you don’t know
what the Foundations are either?” Jordan blurted out. “You’re
supposed to be thousands of years old; how can you not have some
idea?”

Dugan and Darien paused in
mid-discussion, remembering once more that they were not alone in
the room. Darien glanced at Jordan with a wry expression. “There
are people who live their entire lives without ever traveling more
than fifty miles from their homes.  While I have lived many
lifetimes and accumulated knowledge from all over the world, I am
not omniscient, Jordan. I know far more than any normal human could
ever hope to assimilate, but it is not possible for me to know
everything, least of all the exact locations and natures of the
fabled wards described as the Foundations. You are already
fortunate that I am one of perhaps a handful of individuals in the
world to have a clear understanding of the beings described in such
an obscure, pre-Babylonian legend.”

“You know, Darien,” Jordan
said in a deceptively calm voice, “I find myself apologizing far
too often nowadays and, frankly, I’m tired of it.” He continued,
his ire rising. “I appreciate you and Dugan offering to help me,
but we have a really big problem—this is all too fucking academic
for both of you. As far as you’re concerned, all I’ve done is tell
you a scary story, which, given your knowledge and backgrounds, is
too real a possibility for you to ignore. But you haven’t been
directly affected by it, you don’t know what it’s like. But I
goddamn well do!” Jordan shouted as he rose from his
seat.

“You told me your story
about escaping the demon, Paul,” he glared at Dugan. “Darien here,”
Jordan stabbed a finger in Schoening’s direction, “enters our
little drama as this immortal, who as far as I can see spends most
of his time cheating death and damn little else. You both seem to
think that these things give you the right to lead me around like
some confused child who needs a sucker stuck in his mouth from time
to time so he’ll keep quiet. Well you know what? The two of you
aren’t fucking Gandalf and Merlin. I understand that you’re aware
of shit that I can’t begin to comprehend, but you seem to have
forgotten where I’ve been—inside them, goddamn it! They took
everything I had—my hopes, my dreams, my past, my goddamn
life....”

Jordan was shaking. “I’m
not going to follow anyone blindly. I want answers to my questions,
and I want to be included in everything. If I don’t understand what
the hell you’re talking about, I want you to explain it to me, not
pat me on the head. Or so help me, I’m out of here. I’ll figure out
a way to deal with these bastards on my own!” Jordan’s last words
came out in a hoarse whisper, as he threw himself back into his
chair and placed his head in his hands.

Dugan and Darien stared at
Jordan. Dugan was the first to break the silence. “I’m sorry,
Jordan. We didn’t mean to take over. It’s like having a time bomb
ticking away in a room full of people. We got so caught up trying
to figure out which wire to cut that we forgot to ask the opinion
of the person holding the explosive.”

Jordan looked up with
hollow eyes. “I know you’re trying your best,” he sighed. “It’s
just that while you and Darien sat there talking, I realized how
much of a pawn I am in all of this. I feel so damned helpless, but
at the same time I know I shouldn’t be. I mean, if I’m their Child
of Shadows, I have to have some power, right? Look what I did to
the dog—and Elizabeth. But I don’t know how to do anything. Hell, I
don’t even know what I am exactly, anymore.”

 “And that’s my
fault, Jordan,” Darien interjected. “I should have explained what I
do know, rather than criticizing you for questioning me. You’re
right, I do make a poor Gandalf. With all the time I’ve spent on
this Earth, I’m still pretty much the same prick I was centuries
ago. You can ask Adam.” He motioned to the valet, standing nearby.
Adam nodded slightly, with a barely perceptible smile.

“Apologies all around?”
Darien offered. Jordan and Dugan nodded. “All right, from here on
we’ll include you as much as we can, but you may have to defer to
us on some matters for the sake of expediency.”

“I can accept that,
Darien. I understand we don’t really have time for you and Dugan to
explain everything to me, even if I want you to.”

“You’re right about that.
But,” Darien added, “something we could discuss, since we’re only
drawing blanks on the location of the Foundations, is exactly what
you’ve become.”

“Good. So far I’ve figured
out that I’m not quite alive; that part was easy. I’m a hell of a
lot stronger than any normal person. I can suck the life out of
things. And, in a way that I can’t quite explain, I can ‘see’ if
things are alive, or at least if they’re not truly dead—like with
Elizabeth back at the house. But I’m confused why she seems to be
capable of the same things I am. If I’m this super, all-powerful
creation of the Mondragoran, what’s the difference between me and
her? And if there’s no difference, why the hell do they need
me?”

“Well, there are a couple
of simple tests we can do that will shed some light on your nature.
Adam,” Darien called, “could you bring me the silver box with the
amulets and the dagger?” Turning back to Jordan, Darien explained,
“I have some talismans which should help narrow down the
possibilities. You needn’t be concerned; you won’t be in any
danger. Now, while we wait for Adam, let me explain what I can
about your, er, condition.” Darien pulled his chair closer to
Jordan’s and continued.

“When I first shook hands
with you, I noticed you were no longer human. As I took your hand,
I could actually feel you absorbing my life force.”

“My God,” Jordan said,
horrified. “You mean I’m a threat to anyone just by touching
them?”

“No, no, it’s not quite
that bad. Let me explain. You are no longer alive. Yet you aren’t
exactly dead, either. You exist in an altered state between those
two realms. At first glance, most of your abilities are similar to
those of a powerful form of undead known as a revenant. I’m certain
that your girlfriend has become one of those creatures. You too,
might be an improved type of revenant.”

Adam returned and handed
Darien a small, ornate silver case. Darien placed it in his lap as
he continued.

“There are many forms of
undead. You’ve probably read about them in stories: zombies,
ghouls, ghasts, vampires, wights, certain types of demons. Suffice
it to say that these creatures do in fact exist, though thankfully
they are few in number. They belong to a class of beings who live
what is sometimes described as an anti-life. Where ordinary
creatures eat food and burn that matter into energy that in turn
sustains them, the undead are incapable of this process. Instead,
these creatures feed directly from the energy generated by living
beings. There is no middleman for the undead, no time spent
processing their food. They simply suck out what they
need.”

“But I ate breakfast when
we arrived here. I felt hungry,” Jordan protested, “and after I
ate, I stopped feeling hungry.”

“Yes, but unfortunately
you are confused over the source of the energy that curbed your
appetite.” Darien motioned around them. “I want you to get up and
take a quick look at the plants surrounding us. Tell me what you
see.”

Jordan stood up and did as
Darien had requested. At first glance, the plants appeared normal.
But then he realized that the foliage closest to them was wilted,
as though the plants were sick. “All the plants near us look like
they’re dying,” Jordan commented, perplexed, as he sat back
down.

“Yes—and if you were to
remain in this room until morning, they would be dead. You see,
while you may not have been aware of it, your body has been
absorbing the life energy of the living things around you. The
plants, Dugan, Adam, and myself.”

“Then I’m killing you,”
Jordan said, looking ill.

“No, you’re not killing
me, or Dugan or Adam. You would have to drain our life forces more
directly, as you did with the dog, to do that. Living creatures
continually radiate life energy. Your body simply absorbs this
ambient power. But when you are in need of more power, your body
will attempt to siphon it from nearby sources. In the case of more
sophisticated creatures, like animals, our bodies have defenses
that do not allow you to take our energy without more of an effort.
In the case of less complicated organisms, like these plants, the
drain of energy is more dramatic, because they lack the defenses
that would prevent your unconscious ‘nibbling,’ so to speak. This
absorption of power also results in a little-known side effect.
When people come in contact with the undead, they often speak of
feeling cold. What they perceive is the loss of the surrounding
ambient energy, as it is drawn into the undead. In fact, I would
surmise that the undead probably slow things down on a molecular
level, further intensifying the chill that living beings
feel.”

“So I’m basically a big
parasite,” Jordan responded in disgust.

“To be blunt, yes, you’re
a parasite of sorts,” Darien replied candidly.

“Okay, let’s assume for a
minute that I am one of these undead creatures, like a revenant.
What are the pros and cons? What exactly can I do, and what should
I be scared of?”

“Well, there are several
advantages. For example, as long as you have life energy to sustain
you, you can exist indefinitely. However, you will have to absorb
larger ‘meals’ from time to time. You cannot live solely on ambient
energy. Remember, too, that it isn’t the size of the creature that
supplies you with the needed energy so much as its life span. Also,
because your body doesn’t waste time with the everyday functions of
the living, it becomes far more efficient in other areas. Hence you
become stronger, your hearing improves, you gain superior vision,
more sensitive taste—all your normal senses receive a considerable
boost. This is one of the reasons that creatures such as vampires
have a reputation for performing superhuman feats: their bodies are
greatly improved by the life forces they’ve absorbed.

“You are also capable of
storing more energy than you need. This energy can be used for
various purposes: the continued maintenance of your body, damage
repairs, or, theoretically, the ‘healing’ of another undead. Those,
in a nutshell, are some of the positive aspects, and I think they
give you an idea of your potential.”

“And now for the bad,”
Dugan chimed in.

“While the undead are very
powerful,” Darien continued, “they are not omnipotent. As I said,
it is imperative that they feed upon the life forces of the living.
The cellular integrity of the undead is not particularly strong. If
they do not have continual access to beings with long life
expectancies, they will not have enough energy to maintain their
cohesion.”

“Cohesion?” Jordan asked,
puzzled.

“He means they start to
rot or fall apart without power,” Dugan clarified.

“Oh. Kind of a nasty way
to go,” Jordan muttered.

Darien continued, “Also,
while the undead are impervious to many things, they can be
susceptible to certain phenomena and materials that would not
affect living creatures.”

“Like garlic making
vampires sick, and sunlight killing them?” Jordan asked.

“Exactly, only the garlic
sickness is a myth. Each form of undead has its own weaknesses, and
some have more than others. Generally, however, the revenant is the
strongest of them all. This box,” Darien said, patting the small
chest in his lap, “holds several amulets and talismans that will
react in certain ways when you wear them, allowing us to gauge the
extent of your powers and the nature of your undead
body.”

“So you just need to try
them on me?”

“Some I’ll have you wear,
others I’ll dangle before you. I’ll also need to stab you with the
silver dagger, to see how quickly you repair wounds,” Darien added
matter-of-factly. “Do you still want to go through with the
tests?”

“Why not? So far nothing’s
hurt me since I woke up in the morgue,” Jordan responded
fatalistically.

Darien proceeded with the
impromptu experiment. Placing various amulets against Jordan’s body
and waving certain talismans before him, he observed the behavior
of the artifacts or Jordan’s physical reaction to them. The
procedure was simple, and after about thirty minutes, Darien had
run through most of the objects in the box. They had quickly
established, from light radiating from certain items and small
vibrations emitting from others, that Jordan was indeed a creature
of anti-life. They also discovered that, although he did not appear
capable of the more esoteric abilities of certain types of undead,
such as shape-changing or levitation, all his natural senses had
been augmented tremendously. They learned that he was immune to
physical pain as well as temperature changes, and his healing
proved to be at least as efficient as Elizabeth’s. The latter was
revealed after Darien requested that Jordan raise his shirt, then
plunged the silver dagger into Jordan’s heart. Darien was pleased,
and Jordan relieved, to see the wound seal itself within seconds.
Soon Darien had exhausted all the objects in the box. Although they
had gained a clear idea of some of Jordan’s capabilities, they had
succeeded only in ruling out the forms of undead he was not; they
had not established the type he had become.

As Jordan was buttoning
his shirt, Darien caught a glimpse of the black crescent birthmark
on his abdomen.

“Wait,” he said, reaching
out to stop Jordan’s hand. “What’s that mark on your
stomach?”

“That thing? It’s just a
birthmark; I’ve had since I was a kid,” he responded off-handedly,
glancing down.

“Could I take a look at
it?”

“Sure. Hell, I just let
you stab me in the heart—it would be ridiculous for me to get
squeamish over your looking at my birthmark.” Jordan unbuttoned his
shirt the rest of the way.

Darien squatted down to
inspect the strange mark. “So, you’ve always had this birthmark?”
he asked, gently probing the blemish.

“For as long as I can
remember.”

“What do you mean by that,
exactly?” Darien asked, removing from the box a silver amulet with
the etched image of a running fox.

“Exactly what I said; I
don’t think I’ve always noticed it, that’s all. When you’re a kid,
you don’t really pay attention to things like that. When you get
older, maybe a little more self-conscious, then you
notice.”

“When do you think you
first noticed it, then?” Darien laid the charm against the black
crescent.

“I suppose it was after I
went to live with my cousin Maggie, in Oregon. She was the person
who raised me after my parents died in a car accident, when I was
about four years old. Why? What does—hey, that’s freezing!” Jordan
yelped, recoiling into his seat, away from Darien and the
amulet.

“Is it, now?” Darien asked
cryptically, dropping the amulet back in the box.

“Yeah.” Jordan rubbed his
side, annoyed. “Almost painfully so. Would you care to
explain?”

“This amulet is designed
to locate and decipher protective wards, among other things.”
Jordan buttoned his shirt as Darien continued. “Its function is
akin to modern electronic equipment used in discovering the
combinations of computerized locks. The apparent variation in
temperature that the amulet radiates is in fact a fluctuation of
psychic energy, and can be felt only by those attuned to the
mystical realm. In this case, the sudden and extreme cold you
described would suggest that your birthmark is a protective
ward—and a rather powerful one at that.”

“Well, if it’s supposed to
protect me, it didn’t do a very good job at the bank,” Jordan
remarked caustically.

“No, it didn’t.
Nevertheless, the amulet’s extreme reaction signifies that the ward
is highly protective in nature. Which would then bring to us to the
next question: what is the nature of its protection?”

“You don’t have any idea?”
Jordan asked curiously.

“At the moment, no.
Generally, it is enough to discover the purpose of a ward. Later,
when you have more time, you analyze them more thoroughly, provided
you don’t simply wish to destroy them. That in itself is not
particularly difficult, once the nature of the ward is discovered.
In the case of a ward as potent as yours, of course, it would prove
extremely bothersome and for little purpose.”

“Then you don’t think the
ward has anything to do with the Mondragoran?” Dugan
asked.

“No, the ward’s energy is
far too positive in its power signature to be a construct forged by
such a malignant force. It was clearly designed by an entity of a
more benevolent nature. The question is, by whom or what? And
why?”

“Jordan did describe
several instances of positive energy or thoughts that may have
helped him resist the Mondragoran’s attempts to entice him. Perhaps
the ward originated from the same force,” Dugan offered.

“That’s very likely. You
might want to contact your cousin and ask her about the birthmark,
Jordan,” Darien suggested, closing the box and handing it to Adam.
He eyed Jordan with a puzzled and slightly troubled
look.

“Sure, I can do that,”
Jordan responded. Noticing Darien’s look of distress, he added,
“What’s the matter? If the birthmark’s harmless, I’d think after
everything else we discovered about me that would be welcome news.
What’s bothering you?”

“We did learn a lot, but
I’m bothered by what we didn’t uncover. By the time we finished
using all the items in the box, we should have determined exactly
what you are. Instead, we discovered only where your strengths lie
and that you don’t have any of the usual weaknesses of the undead.
Apart from needing living energy to maintain you, of course—and if
you didn’t need that, you wouldn’t be undead. I’m concerned about
where that leaves us. Every form of undead has an inherent
weakness, yet you seem to have none. That doesn’t make sense to
me.”

“Maybe it has something to
do with how the Mondragoran changed me, so that I could destroy the
Foundations,” Jordan offered.

“That could be it. But
there are still some aspects about the nature of the energy
coursing through you that are unclear to me. Given some of our
results, I would surmise that not only are you an absorber of life
forces, but you are also capable of channeling other kinds of
power. This would be logical, since the Mondragoran infused you
with their essence. They might have somehow intended to use you as
a conduit to funnel more of their energy into this world. Which
brings me back to one of my original concerns: why do you lack any
obvious vulnerability? I’d think the Mondragoran would want some
way of controlling you.”

“So what do you think they
did? It’s obvious you think they did something, and whatever it is
has you worried.”

“My concern is this. The
creature closest to you in design, as I suspected, is a revenant,
but you lack certain limitations normally associated with them.
Revenants are a unique form of undead because they are magically
crafted by sorcerers. They aren’t just reanimated, like zombies,
for example. They are improved down to a cellular level. Because of
this, revenants are unable to replicate themselves as do vampires
or ghouls. And because a revenant is one of the most powerful
creatures a sorcerer can construct and command, they are usually
designed with built in fail-safes.”

“By fail-safe, you mean
ways in which they can be destroyed?” Dugan interrupted.

“Yes. Usually, the method
for destroying a revenant is known only to its creator, but we
should have at least come up with a few possibilities when I tested
Jordan. There is only one exception to the fail-safe procedure of
which I am aware, and that is for the creator to bind the
life-force of the revenant to themselves. The purpose is to require
the revenant to look out for its creator’s welfare, because it
lives only while the creator lives. What worries me most is that,
under certain circumstances, the revenant’s creators can use the
threads that link them to it to take control of it, like a
puppet.”

“But I escaped the
Mondragoran. They’ve failed to take control of me at least once. If
they could use the threads that way, why have Elizabeth attack me,
or Ackerman come after me?”

“What if your freedom is
illusory, Jordan? What if the Mondragoran are directing you where
they need you to be until they are ready or able to exert
control?”

“If that’s true, I could
end up helping them destroy the world whether I wanted to or not,”
Jordan whispered in shock.

“That’s a
possibility.”

“Is there any way we could
test to see whether these threads are in fact connected to Jordan?”
Dugan asked, concerned.

“Yes, I have a special
amulet which would tell us immediately if the threads exist. But if
they do, the threads will break, and the amulet will kill him,”
Darien answered heavily.

Jordan turned to Darien.
“I thought you said the undead fed off the energy of the living,
that they live indefinitely. If so, how can cutting these threads
kill me? Can’t I just absorb more energy to live?”

“No, not in this case.
Think of a link to a creator—in your case the Mondragoran—as a
digestive enzyme. Without this enzyme you cannot process your
‘food,’” Darien responded.

“So, if I understand you
correctly, if these threads exist, then I am bound to the
Mondragoran in an inseparable way, and they will have the
capability to take control of me sooner or later. I also can’t
really hurt them, because if I do, I’ll only kill myself. And if we
cut the threads, I die because I can’t exist on my own?”

“Yes,” Darien
answered.

“But if we don’t use this
amulet of yours, we’ll never know if the Mondragoran can control
me?”

“Correct.”

“Now, if I survive wearing
this amulet, does it mean the threads don’t exist?”

“I’d be fairly certain
that they don’t. Of course, we’ll still have no idea exactly what
you have become.”

“Yeah, well, that’s not a
great concern of mine right now. What about the birthmark? If it’s
a protective ward, could it have stopped the threads?” Jordan asked
hopefully.

“Unfortunately, there’s no
way for us to know for certain. We don’t know what the ward was
meant to protect you against in the first place. As you pointed
out, it didn’t stop you from being killed at the bank.”

“What will this amulet do
to the ward, then?”

“That depends how powerful
your ward is. It might not be erased by the amulet, though most
likely it will be. Few magical items can resist this particular
artifact.”

Jordan took a deep breath,
sitting up straighter in his chair. “Okay, let’s do it. I don’t
want to walk around wondering when the Mondragoran might start
pulling my strings. If I live, I can still have my revenge—and if I
die, I still screw things up for them.”

Nodding, Darien reached
into the neckline of his shirt and removed a gold chain with a
small oval-shaped crystal pendant attached to it.

“This plain-looking
ornament is a rare artifact known to the Celts as the
Glain-nan-Druide, or Druid’s glass. Only a few of them were ever
forged by the Druids when they had power in England. Chiefly, they
were used in countering incantations, but they could also conceal
the identity of a sorcerer or dampen his magical aura. This will
cut any magical ties binding you to any person or thing. But such a
sudden separation would be very painful and assuredly
fatal.”

“Just hurry up and do it
before I change my mind,” Jordan said, resigned.

“All right,” Darien
agreed, rising from his seat and stepping over to Jordan. Dugan sat
on the edge of his seat, his hands clenched on the arms of his
chair as Darien slipped the necklace over Jordan’s head. Darien
whispered a few words and waited. Nothing happened after several
seconds, and he looked into Jordan’s eyes to see overwhelming
relief.

“I guess I’m not a puppet
boy then?”

“No,” Darien said with a
smile, removing the amulet. “You’re clean.”

“Great,” said Jordan, as
the skylight above them exploded and the hosts of hell broke loose
upon them.



Chapter Sixteen

Chaos erupted around them.
Heavy objects struck the dome of the solarium, bending the metal
framework that held the large panes of glass in place. Hundreds of
them shattered, sending razor-sharp fragments of glass slicing
through the room.

The chamber was filled
with shrill screeching. Hunched in his seat, his hand raised to
shield his eyes from the falling debris, Jordan stared in shock at
a dozen spindly, child-sized creatures with leathery wings clinging
to the ruined framework of the dome. The emaciated, gargoyle-like
creatures pulled at the metal frame, bending it to create enough
room to squeeze through.

Jordan saw Darien pull
himself up from the floor, shards of glass falling from his head
and shoulders. Small slashes crisscrossed his face, and blood
seeped from numerous cuts in his shirt. Darien raised his hands
toward the demons tearing at the metal and glass canopy.

Several of them were
beginning to push their way into the room, when two thick, oily,
emerald green streams of fire erupted from each of Darien’s hands.
The lines of liquid fire raced toward the dome, splattering into it
and the invading creatures. Most of the demons were struck with the
full force of the energy. They simply exploded in a shower of burnt
flesh, releasing a putrid odor of decay as they burst into greasy
gouts of flame. Those that avoided the brunt of the greenish
conflagration fared no better. Globs of the viscous substance
struck them from their exploding brethren, burning into them like
napalm and sending them spiraling from the roof. They fell to the
ground, where they lay unmoving in smoldering heaps.

But Darien’s actions had
dangerous repercussions, as clumps of the green blaze began to drip
from the dome toward Jordan and the others.

“Shit!” Dugan yelled,
throwing himself under the table to avoid the burning goo. Jordan
saw some of the flaming material strike Darien, but it seemed to
disappear on contact. A blob of the substance landed on Jordan’s
raised hand, but even as he moved to shake it off, he realized that
it wasn’t burning him either.

Glancing toward Jordan,
Darien shouted, “It only burns living flesh.” He ran to a metal
trunk near some potted bushes and threw the lid open. “It can’t
hurt you, and my Druid’s glass protects me,” Darien explained,
quickly retrieving an automatic weapon from the chest.

“What about the rest of
us?” Dugan called from under the table.

“In another few seconds,
the flesh-fire will abate. When it does, we need to be ready,”
Darien responded, tossing the weapon toward Adam, who had emerged
unscathed by either glass or fire from under the cover of a nearby
tree.

Dugan pulled himself out
from underneath the table and sprinted over to Darien. An alarm
began to sound within the house.

“They’ve broken into the
main building,” Darien said, handing Dugan a weapon similar to
Adam’s. “Paul, go with Adam. There are traps in the house that our
visitors will have to deal with, but I want you two to take out any
who manage to avoid them. Because of the protective wards inside
the house, the invaders should all be human. The only part of my
home that is unprotected against supernatural creatures is this
chamber—a foolish omission on my part.”

“We’re on it,” Dugan
replied, taking the weapon and dashing into the house with
Adam.

Darien handed Jordan a
small, semi-automatic handgun, which he accepted with some
trepidation. “I don’t know how to use one of these.”

“Well, you’ll have to
learn.” Darien strapped on a black leather gun belt with several
compartments and a pistol attached to it. “Look, just point and
pull the trigger. We don’t have time for any subtlety; just make
sure none of us is in the way when you fire.”

“Okay,” Jordan responded
doubtfully.

“I need you to stay here
with me for the moment. If our assailants have any more
supernatural beings to attack with, they’ll send them here, where
they can enter most easily. I can hold them at bay temporarily by
extending the protective wards of the house into this area, and
that will give us time to help Dugan and Adam. But I need a few
minutes to do it. During that time I’ll be in a trance-like state;
I won’t be able to defend myself, so you’ll have to do
it.”

“I’ll do my
best.”

“Just remember: you’re
undead, you can’t be killed, and it’s possible to repair any damage
you incur. Don’t allow mortal fears for your welfare to slow you
down. Defend yourself with the belief that you’re
indestructible—because as far as we know, you are.”

Jordan nodded, as the
immortal’s eyes glazed over and he began to mumble softly to
himself.

As Jordan heard gunfire
erupting from inside the house, he caught from behind him the
crunch of broken glass. He spun around, hands firmly gripping his
weapon, his finger on the trigger, to see three of the winged
demons dragging themselves toward him.

Each of them was burned
terribly; smoke still rose from their sooty flesh. The wings of the
two closest were nothing more than fried nubs of gristle. One of
the wings of the third was still upright, but the other hung
crumpled down its back.

Close up, the naked,
purplish creatures were particularly hideous. They vaguely
resembled distorted, sexless children. Their features were twisted
in grimaces of hate, the snarling mouths filled with small, white,
pointed teeth, like diminutive sharks. Their noses were bulbous
knobs of flesh smashed into flat faces, the eyes narrow, blazing
slits of amber. Their sinister visages were framed by long, pointed
ears that emerged from their cheeks and extended past the tops of
their hairless heads.

As the vicious-looking
demons reached for Jordan with their three-fingered claws, he
remembered how those claws had so effortlessly peeled back the
steel frame of the dome only moments earlier. He pulled the trigger
and watched as the bullets sprayed into the two closest creatures.
The first was blown in half, the separated portions of its
nightmarish body flying into the bushes in a shower of black ichor.
The second one’s head simply disappeared in a splatter of dark
gore. But as Jordan trained the weapon on the third, it jammed. He
pulled the trigger to no avail, as the beast, issuing a screeching
wail, sprung toward his throat.

Dropping the gun, Jordan
lunged to grasp the leaping creature by the neck before it could
wrap its talons around his throat. He held the struggling demon by
its scrawny neck at arm’s length. Its razor-sharp claws tore into
his bicep, while it kicked toward his midsection with taloned feet
in an attempt to disembowel him. Jordan felt no pain as he watched
the creature rip through the leather of his duster and into the
flesh of his arm, revealing glistening red muscle beneath. But a
tide of rage began to well up inside him. In a haze of fury, he
reached toward the snarling, spitting creature, palming the top of
its smooth, bald head like a basketball. He squeezed with all his
might and was rewarded with the sound of a loud, wet “pop”; his
hand had crushed its skull as easily as a milk carton. The demon
immediately stilled, and he tossed it from him in disgust, flinging
its warped body against a nearby tree.

Jordan was reaching down
for his gun when a black woman with long, beaded braids emerged
from between some potted bushes a few feet away. She was flanked on
either side by a man and a woman dressed in dark paramilitary
outfits. She was unarmed, unlike the man and woman, who were both
pointing weapons similar to his directly at him.

She stood where she was,
observing him for the moment. He was surprised when he saw
recognition dawn on her face.

“Traitor,” she hissed,
raising her left arm in his direction. Before he could aim his gun,
he was surrounded by a crackling nimbus of sparkling yellowish
energy that froze him where he stood. He watched, paralyzed, as the
three of them advanced toward him with grim expressions. Sickly, he
realized that he could still hear Darien chanting behind him,
unaware of the approaching threat.

. . . .

Dugan padded quietly
behind the valet as he followed him back into the maze of the
house. He was surprised how comfortable and familiar the weapon
felt in his hands after all these years. As they approached one of
the larger rooms, Dugan heard a loud thump, followed by a short
scream, then several people yelling. Adam stopped short of the
entrance and glanced back at Dugan. As they made eye contact, the
valet pointed Dugan in the direction of another entrance to the
room, a few yards to their left. Dugan quickly crept up to the
second doorway and halted, as the voices in the room
quieted.

He turned to Adam,
crouched at the other doorway; his right hand was raised, with four
fingers extended. Adam looked at Dugan, then toward his doorway,
and began closing his fingers: one, two, three, four...as Adam
closed the fourth finger, he and Dugan leapt through their separate
doorways, their weapons firing.

Dugan had only a second to
catch the surprised faces of three heavily-armed men and a woman,
looking up from a pit in the middle of the room, before the gunfire
tore through them. The bodies of the Children of Shadows had barely
struck the floor when he and Adam retreated from the room. Adam
motioned for Dugan to follow, then darted down another hallway to
his left, toward the sound of more approaching feet. But as Dugan
was about to pass between two doorways, a few feet behind Adam, he
noticed a motion to his right. Not pausing to think, he quickly
threw himself into the room to his left, diving around the corner,
as a burst of gunfire ripped into the hallway and through the
doorframe of the room. Glancing around, as he heaved his bulk
behind a life-size bronze statue of a grizzly bear, Dugan realized
there were no other exits.

. . . .

Hearing the gunfire behind
him, Adam flung himself into the room ahead. As he passed through
the doorway, he crashed into two men dressed in black fatigues. The
one closest to him, a man with long, greasy hair, grabbed Adam’s
weapon, spinning both of them further into the room. The weapon
discharged, destroying several statues of dancing nymphs a few feet
away, in an explosion of ceramic and stone that left only the naked
metal frames standing. Slamming into a sculpture composed of pieces
of sheet metal welded together, Adam managed to drive his knee up
between the legs of the man grappling for control of the gun.
Hearing the breath rush out of the attacker, Adam wrenched the
weapon away from him. Pointing the gun at the figure now slumped
against the sculpture, he unloaded it point-blank into his
assailant. The man twitched violently as he was pinned against the
statue by the spray of bullets; his chest erupted in a shower of
blood and bone.

Adam spun around to
confront the other invader. He found himself facing a thin man with
cropped white hair, standing between two of the tall glass windows.
The man was unarmed, but Adam did not let that stop him from
squeezing the trigger. But there was only an audible “click,”
followed by silence; the weapon was empty. Looking into the cold
eyes of the invader, Adam wondered why the idiot was
smiling.

The man quickly made fists
with both hands, smashing them into the glass at the base of the
windows to his sides. The windows shattered in an odd way: crashing
downward into the room and forming two piles of glass on either
side of the slender invader. Then he raised his arms outward, his
hands open in a gesture of supplication directed toward Adam. He
was no longer smiling. The crystal shards near him floated up from
the floor, flowing around his extended hands in spinning circles.
He brought his hands together before him, palms touching,
fingertips pointing away from him. The spiraling balls of glass
combined, then suddenly shot directly toward Adam, enclosing him in
a shroud of revolving glass.

Adam was unable to move or
utter a sound, as the sharp particles silently enveloped him in a
miniature tornado of razors. The twisting vortex of glass swiftly
obscured his body as it swirled about him. The last thing Adam
heard was an explosion from further down the hallway, as the
spiraling whirlwind lifted him from the floor, constricting inward.
The shards instantly began to cut and tear. The twisting whirlwind
quickly developed a pinkish hue, followed by the deepest red. After
a moment, the man lowered his arms. The crimson whirlwind ceased,
and abruptly fell to the floor in a glistening, gory mess. All that
remained was a pile of shredded, bloody meat and sparkling
glass.

. . . .

Dugan remained trapped
behind the bear statue as periodic spurts of gunfire ripped through
the doorway. In the distance, he could hear more shooting from the
area where Adam had been running before they were
separated.

He could only assume,
sweating out of fear, that Adam was either too busy to help him or
no longer able to do so. Dugan realized that he must extricate
himself from the situation—and quickly, before more invaders
arrived.

The only object in the
room capable of providing him with any cover was the statue. The
other pieces scattered about were mostly small urns or abstract
sculptures standing on narrow wooden pedestals, the numbers of
which were rapidly dwindling as the rain of bullets continued to
pour into the room. The bronze sculpture was at such an angle,
however, that Dugan could not get a clear shot out of the room
without exposing himself further.

Wiping his sweating palms
against the sides of his jacket, Dugan’s right hand brushed against
a bulge in his coat pocket—one of the many objects he’d gathered
from his study early that morning. At the time, he’d thought it a
bit foolish to pocket it from the box in the truck, but now, as he
fondled the grenade with a smile, he believed it must be fate.
Yanking the pin, he paused for a second; then, as the next volley
of bullets tore into the room, he lobbed the grenade over the bear
and into the hallway. Pulling himself into a tight ball, he could
discern the first two letters of the word “shit” before an
explosion from the hallway roared into the room. The flying
shrapnel, composed of plaster, wood, and various objets d’art, had
barely begun to settle as Dugan, weapon ready, dashed through the
dust and smoke into the corridor.

He glanced across the
hall. In the room where the gunfire had originated, he noticed the
crumpled and bleeding figure of one of the invaders lying amid
various shattered sculptures. Satisfied, he ran down the hallway in
the direction Adam had been heading before they were
separated.

Drawing up to the doorway,
Dugan stopped, staring in confusion at the red, sparkling object
revolving in the center of the room. He had barely begun to
consider the nature of the spinning apparition when suddenly it
halted, falling to the floor with a moist crunching noise. A
black-clad figure stepped toward the glistening pile from a side of
the room Dugan could not see, and Dugan realized, sickly, what the
swirling object must have been. Although he had not known the valet
well, Dugan nevertheless had considered him a friend, and as he
watched a twisted grin emerge on the face of the white-haired
figure, Dugan felt an emotion surpassing such limited concepts as
revenge or rage. Stepping into the room, all notions of mercy
erased from his conscience, he raised his weapon.

“Hey, asshole,” Dugan
spat. The man turned, the smile falling from his face, as Dugan
said, “You forgot one.” Dugan expertly aimed at the man’s
knees.

The man fell writhing on
his side, screaming in agony, amid the blood and glass. Stepping
forward, Dugan kicked the man onto his back, deftly pinning his
flailing left hand to the floor with the end of his gun. The man,
in a panic, reached with his other hand to push the muzzle away,
but before he could, Dugan raised the weapon a fraction of an inch
and pulled the trigger. The man’s hand burst in a splatter of blood
and bone, the fingers exploding in several different directions. As
Dugan stepped back, all that remained of the white-haired man’s
hand was a ragged stump.

Dugan glared down coldly
at the whimpering figure, curled in a fetal position before him. “I
want you to remember my name, you sick piece of shit,” he yelled.
“It’s Paul Dugan, and when you get to hell I want you to tell your
motherfucking masters I was the one who sent you there!” Dugan
raised the weapon toward the black-clad figure’s head.

Before he could fire,
however, more invaders entered from a doorway at the other end of
the room. Dugan pivoted, directing his gun at the incoming figures.
The first volley of bullets sent one man up against the wall. His
body slid back down it, leaving a greasy crimson smear in its wake.
A woman carrying a pistol, who was following closely behind the
man, folded up like a paper doll next to her dead partner when
Dugan swept the weapon toward her. But there were still more
invaders in the hallway behind her; Dugan was greatly outnumbered.
Shooting through the doorway where they entered, he sprinted toward
the other exit. Racing through the house in the direction of the
sun room, Dugan realized in despair that there were far too many
intruders for the three of them to hold off.

. . . .

“Kill the other one,” the
braided sorceress ordered the man and woman to either side of her.
Still paralyzed, Jordan couldn’t even flinch as the other two
immediately complied, raising their weapons and firing past him at
Darien’s chanting figure. When they lowered the muzzles of their
weapons back to the floor, the room was silent.

“You’re pathetic!” the
sorceress shrieked into Jordan’s face as she stepped toward him.
“And to think Lord Ackerman was concerned that you would be
difficult to capture,” she sneered.

“He was right to be
concerned,” a voice said matter-of-factly from behind her. As all
three figures spun around, Jordan heard three separate gunshots.
The first two bullets struck the man and woman holding the
automatic weapons. Their heads jerked backward, and they crashed to
the floor. The third bullet struck the sorceress in the head,
spraying the rear of her skull directly into Jordan’s face in a
splatter of gore. As she collapsed lifeless to the floor before
Jordan, the yellow energy that had paralyzed him dissipated. Jordan
looked across the bodies to see Darien facing him, a pistol in his
hand. He did a double-take, glancing first behind him at the prone
figure of “Darien,” then at the obviously live man before
him.

“How can you be alive?”
Jordan spluttered, wiping the muck from his face. “And who the
hell’s that?” he added, motioning behind him.

“In answer to your first
question, I’m alive because I am very good at illusions; in answer
to your second question, ‘that’ is no one,” Darien replied,
gesturing toward the seemingly lifeless body.

Jordan turned back, as the
form of the “dead” Darien faded away.

Darien continued, “You
see, the sorceress was not particularly good. She was foolish to
assume that what she saw was reality. I had just completed the
extension of the protective ward when you killed the demon. When
she so boldly stepped out of the trees, I simply created the
illusion of an entranced Darien to take my place, while I slipped
into the surrounding foliage and circled around.” Bending down,
Darien retrieved a cloth napkin from the floor, handing it to
Jordan to wipe his face with.

Jordan wiped the blood
from his face and dabbed at some spots on his coat. “You don’t look
well, Darien,” he said, noticing the dark circles under the
immortal’s eyes, his shaking hands and unhealthy pallor.

“I’ll be all right; I just
need some rest,” Darien reassured him. “All magic has a price tag
attached to it. My particular form of magic requires that I use
small amounts of my life force to create and cast my spells. In
time, my body replenishes the power I have used. You needn’t be
concerned,” he said, patting Jordan’s shoulder. “I suggest we find
Paul and Adam now—they may be in need of our
assistance.”

As Jordan nodded, Dugan
came charging through the doorway, skidding to a halt before them.
“It’s too late for that,” he panted. “We’ve already lost the house;
there are just too many of them. They got Adam, too. I’m sorry, but
we’ve got to get out of here while we still can.”

“Then we must,” Darien
said grimly, “but they will pay for this attack, and especially for
killing Adam.” Darien motioned for Jordan and Dugan to follow him
into the foliage. Swiftly, they wove their way around and through
the miniature forest. Not too far behind, at the front door to the
solarium, they could hear people entering, followed by random shots
into the greenery. Darien stopped suddenly at a section of glass
and metal; they were directly against one of the sides of the
immense chamber. The alchemist pressed several sections of glass,
and a panel swung outward into the yard. “Quickly,” he whispered,
darting through the portal onto the grounds.

Dugan and Jordan wasted no
time following him as he circled around to the front of the
sprawling house. “What about the others behind us? They’ll find the
open doorway soon enough,” Dugan asked with concern as he jogged up
next to Darien.

“That will not be a
problem,” Darien responded. Turning toward the glass structure, he
uttered one word: “incendium.” A terrific explosion erupted behind
them. Dugan and Jordan both glanced back as they ran, in time to
witness the sun room, and a considerable section of the house,
propelled into the sky amid a red and orange ball of fire. Pieces
of glass and metal, brick and wood, were catapulted straight up,
then showered down in a deadly rain of shrapnel.

“I wanted us to be a safe
distance away before I activated that particular enchantment,”
Darien commented, not looking back. “I don’t like uninvited
guests,” he added, as they emerged around the front of the building
where Dugan’s truck was parked.

There were two figures
dressed in black uniforms standing by the side of the truck closest
to them. They were apparently guarding the vehicle, but were
watching the billowing cloud of flame towering up from behind the
house as the three refugees burst onto the scene. The acolytes were
still gazing upward when a quick staccato from Dugan’s weapon
dropped them dead on the spot. Dugan ran around to the driver’s
side, throwing himself into the truck and starting the engine,
while Darien and Jordan stumbled into the vehicle from the other
side.

Dugan turned the truck
around, weaving through several vans parked nearby, when three
figures staggered from the front doors of the house. Gunning the
truck past them, Dugan glimpsed the white-haired butcher he’d
failed to kill earlier, supported by two more black-clad
followers.

The bleeding man raised
his good hand and pointed it at the truck, uttering something that
no one in the vehicle could hear. The ground behind the truck
erupted in a shower of dirt and rock. Something that Jordan could
only describe as a mole from hell grabbed onto the rear of the
vehicle. Its body was warped and bloated. Its eyes blazed green,
and it had two powerful front legs equipped with foot-long claws.
Those claws were rapidly ripping up the back of the truck, tearing
through the tarp and showering the driveway with Dugan’s boxes, as
the hellish creature dragged its bulk toward them.

“Shoot it!” Dugan yelled,
as the demon dug into the ground with its back legs, raising a
cloud of dust. It was beginning to slow the truck down. Jordan
shoved the muzzle of his weapon through the window and pulled the
trigger. Nothing happened. “Shit!” he screamed. “I forgot, my gun
jammed earlier—I can’t fire it.”

“Well, do something,
goddamnit! That thing’s either going to turn us over or climb up
here and have us for lunch!” Dugan bellowed.

Darien twisted around and
put his hand through the gap in the truck cab window. He spread his
fingers, the palm extended toward the monster, then called to
Dugan, “No matter what happens, don’t look back. Just keep
driving!” He clenched his hand into a fist, then opened it again. A
blinding, white-hot flash of light poured from it, bathing the
slathering monstrosity with its brilliance. A hideous roar of agony
issued from the creature as it flung itself backward onto the
driveway, its green eyes replaced with two boiling sockets of
liquid fire.

As Dugan pulled the truck
onto the roadway, leaving the crumpled body of the monster
twitching behind them, Darien passed out against Jordan.



Chapter Seventeen

Fifteen minutes later,
after repeated attempts to rouse Darien while Dugan, in a state of
semi-shock, drove about aimlessly, Jordan decided it was time to
consider their next move.

“Dugan?” Jordan received
no response, and tried again. “Dugan, are you
listening?”

Dugan shook his head
lethargically, then nodded. “Yeah, I’m listening.”

“Are you alright? You’re
not hurt, are you?” Jordan asked with concern.

“No, I’m okay.” Dugan
paused. “I just haven’t felt this way since...since, a really long
time.” Dugan sighed and reached past the slumped form of Darien,
who lay between them, toward the glove box. A moment later, he
removed a crumpled pack of cigarettes. His hands shook as he
fumbled a bent cigarette from the pack. Placing it between his
lips, Dugan tossed the pack on the dashboard and thumbed the
lighter by the radio.

“It’s my emergency pack,”
he explained. “I quit a while back, but you know how it is.” The
lighter popped, and Dugan reached down to remove it. He lit the
cigarette, inhaling deeply as he inserted the lighter back into its
socket.  “I’ve been sitting here trying to figure out how we
got out of there alive...and why Adam didn’t. The worst thing,” he
continued, after a long drag, “is that I almost nailed the fucker
who killed him. I wasted time talking to the asshole when I should
have been killing him. How about you—how are you doing?” he
asked.

“Actually, not too bad. At
least I could fight back this time, instead of just running away.
Does that sound fucked up to you?”

“No, it sounds like
someone who’s tired of being prey. You can use that kind of feeling
to keep the bastards from breaking you. But,” Dugan turned,
gesturing and wafting cigarette smoke in Jordan’s direction, “don’t
let it lead you to do stupid things. Know when to take your losses
and run.”

Glancing down at Darien’s
pale, collapsed form, Jordan frowned. “What about Darien? His
breathing is really shallow, and I checked his pulse; it seems
slower than it should be.”

“He’ll recover, but we’ve
got to find a place where he can rest. He expended far too much
energy in too short a time when he had to cast all those spells.
This little coma is his body’s way of saying enough is
enough.”

“Where do we go then?
That’s safe I mean. I don’t see how they found us at Darien’s in
the first place, so how do we avoid them?”

“That, my boy, is a good
question.” Dugan drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, lost in
thought. “Darien’s house was protected against magical energy, for
the most part. I’d assumed that Ackerman wouldn’t be able to ferret
us out so quickly. Apparently I was mistaken, and grievously
so.”

“Well, Darien did mention
that the sun room hadn’t been warded from attack by magical
creatures. Maybe it also wasn’t shielded against the kind of magic
used to locate us,” Jordan offered.

“It’s possible, my boy,
although I wouldn’t have expected Darien to have messed up on both
accounts. Of course, we can’t ask him about it until he wakes up,
and I doubt that will be for a while. So that brings us back to the
question of where to hide.”

There was silence as the
two men considered the problem. Dugan was lighting yet another
cigarette when Jordan got an idea. “Hey, Dugan, I think I might
have something,” he blurted enthusiastically.

“Lets hear it,” Dugan
prompted him, exhaling a thick stream of smoke out the driver’s
window.

“First of all, the
creatures Ackerman sent after us appeared to be some kind of
demons, and his magic is obviously evil in nature, so wouldn’t we
be more secure in a holy place like a church?”

“Actually, that isn’t a
bad idea. But they seem to have a lot of human followers, and holy
places don’t have any effect upon humans who have freely chosen the
paths of darkness. We could be making ourselves targets by heading
anywhere as public as a church or synagogue.”

“Maybe, but I wasn’t
suggesting a public church. A few months back, St. Paul’s Catholic
Church downtown caught fire. The diocese decided to demolish it and
build a new one a few blocks away. A bunch of the parishioners
tried to convince the diocese to rebuild the old one, but they
lost, so the place is going to be torn down in early November. It’s
abandoned, Dugan; no one would think we’d go there, and it’s still
a church on hallowed ground. Don’t you think it might help hide
us?” Jordan asked hopefully. “We wouldn’t have to stay there long,
just until Darien recovers. We could be out again by
morning.”

“I have to admit the idea
has merit. At the very least, it strikes me as a safe enough place
to hide until Darien revives. Then he can give us his opinion on
where we should go.”

. . . .

The lighting was dim, the
only illumination radiating from a small lamp in the farthest
corner of the room. Reclining on a bed, amid blood-soaked sheets,
was a man—a dying man. His every breath was a painful wet wheeze as
he desperately attempted to remain in this realm of existence. The
only thing maintaining his tenuous hold upon life was his
overwhelming fear of where he would go if he died.

Peter turned his head
weakly to the right as the door opened, revealing a dark silhouette
in the light of the doorway.

Stepping inside, the
figure closed the door quietly. Silently padding across the room,
it took a seat in the chair at the side of the bed.

“Master,” Peter whispered
feebly, small bubbles of blood blossoming on his lips, “I am
so—.”

Lord William Ackerman
reached toward Peter, gently laying a finger against his lips.
“Shhh, my child, the time for apologies is over. You are here now.”
Ackerman removed his finger from Peter’s lips, a string of blood
and saliva snapping from it as he drew it away. He reached down to
hold Peter’s right hand tenderly between his. “I understand that
you are in great pain. I will tend to your needs soon enough, but
first, it is crucial that I know what occurred at the house,” he
continued apologetically. “Answer me these few questions and then I
shall see to you.”

A wave of relief washed
through Peter at the generosity of his dark Master. “Yes, my Lord,
ask what you wish. I will answer truthfully.”

“Good, my child. I knew I
could rely on you.” Ackerman leaned closer, his face only inches
from Peter’s. “Do not fear, my questions will be brief and to the
point. I realize how painful your wounds must be. We were very
fortunate that the few remaining Children were able to sneak you
back into the hotel, given the severity of your
injuries.”

Peter nodded weakly, his
eyes radiating adoration toward Ackerman.

“Now,” Ackerman continued,
in a lulling voice, “of the contingent of twenty humans and
thirteen demons we sent with you and Genevieve to reclaim the Child
of Shadows, only you and four other humans survived. It is obvious
that you did not succeed in your mission. What I must now discover
is why you failed.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Peter
began, but was cut off.

“Shhhh, Peter, do not
strain yourself unnecessarily. Answer only the questions I pose
directly to you.” Peter nodded.

“That is good, my child.”
Ackerman gently patted Peter’s hand. “Now my questions to you are
these: Were you greatly outnumbered? How many beings were there who
aided the failed Child of our Overlords?”

“I am not certain of their
exact number, Lord,” Peter whispered, “but from what little I was
able to glean from the Children who brought me here, there were no
more than a handful of humans at the house, including the Child of
Shadows. I only encountered two. One I killed easily; the other, a
heavy, middle-aged man with a beard, was the one who did this to
me.” Peter glanced down at his ruined legs and over to the wrapped
bloody stump of his left hand.

“You mean to tell me that
no more than five individuals decimated your team? A handful of
humans and our confused, frightened quarry wiped out sixteen
Soldiers of the Night, a dozen harpies, and a grave wraith, killed
your sister Genevieve, and did this to you?” Ackerman responded
incredulously.

“Yes, Lord.” Peter
coughed, spraying Ackerman’s face with small droplets of blood.
Ackerman ignored them, motioning for his servant to continue. “When
we arrived at the house under the hound’s direction, we found it
warded against the entry of creatures from the nether realms. The
only area left unprotected was the greenhouse. Genevieve and I
decided to run a two-pronged attack. She would take a few soldiers
and the harpies in an assault against the greenhouse. I was to lead
the rest of the Children in a frontal attack directly into the
house. We held the wraith in thrall nearby as a backup. As we
penetrated the house, myself and my troops immediately found
ourselves besieged by diabolical traps: yawning pits suddenly
opening up under us, darts and knives flying from hidden
compartments, poisonous gas released when we stepped in certain
places, and men armed with assault weaponry. The latter were
responsible for removing me from the battle—but only after I
personally destroyed one of them.”

Peter paused to take a
gurgling breath and then continued. “I do not know exactly what
happened to Genevieve, but I assume she and the demons were
destroyed by an unusually powerful sorcerer, to whom the house must
have belonged. Of the three people I saw escape in a truck—the
Child, this Dugan, and another—it was the last who, with one blow
of fiery light, destroyed the grave wraith when I ordered it to
stop them.”

“Then you saw only three
escape? The Child of Shadows, Paul Dugan and this unknown
sorcerer?”

“Yes, Master, only three,”
Peter whispered, his voice growing weaker. “They fled in a red
pickup truck.”

“You know no other details
than these?”

“No, Master,” Peter
responded. “Please, my Lord, the pain grows worse. I feel so very
cold....”

“Of course, my Child, I
did promise to take care of you once you had answered my
questions,” Ackerman agreed, standing up, “and you have done
that.”

Ackerman peered down at
his wounded disciple, but as Peter gazed into the face of his
Master, he saw only coldness and distaste.

“Elizabeth failed me
already, Peter, but she was new to the game. You, however—you were
one of my first. I trusted you to succeed and you disappointed me
terribly,” Ackerman declared dispassionately.

“Master, I—” Ackerman
leaned down, and with his open right hand covered Peter’s face. The
palm silenced Peter’s defense, the fingers splayed open around his
eyes so that he could still look up at Ackerman in
horror.

“Humans are easily
replaced, Peter, but the demons are another matter entirely. They
require that I expend considerable energy. Neither I nor the portal
I created will be in any condition to safely summon more for some
time. This is most inconvenient, Peter.” Ackerman bent closer
toward Peter, his hand still gripping his face.

Peter began to whimper in
dread. What he experienced, though, was unexpected; he felt a great
warmth pour from Ackerman’s hand into his face and down his body.
As it coursed through him, his pain disappeared and he felt calm,
his limbs heavy with peace. He was shocked; he had expected
punishment, not succor. Then the features of his face began to sag
and run like hot wax. The soft warmth transformed into a boiling
inferno rolling throughout his entire body. He was helpless,
incapable of moving in defense against it. His body quickly
developed the texture of soft clay and began slowly to sink in upon
itself.

Peter felt a heavy
pressure as the muscles and ribs of his chest began to settle upon
his lungs and other internal organs. Then, as the fire continued to
rage, the weight upon his chest shifted to his sides. The muscles
and tissue began to slough off, running down his sides to pool on
the sheets and then drip onto the floor in a sour-smelling, viscous
glop. His white hair melted into the meat of his head, the flesh
dropping in glistening gobs onto his pillow. He gagged and snorted
as liquid from his dissolving nose and lips dripped backward down
his throat. In vain, he tried to clear his breathing passages, but
he discovered that he no longer had control over the necessary
muscles as they, too, began to lose cohesion.

His eyes were the last to
go; his body, in one gelatinous heave, crashed in upon itself,
soaking heavily into the mattress in an unrecognizable paste and
congealing on the floor in thick puddles of liquid flesh. The last
image Peter saw was the smiling face of Lord Ackerman, his Master
and Savior.

Ackerman fastidiously
flicked the remaining residue from his hand, wiping the clinging
gel onto a clean portion of the pillow. He removed a red silk
handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped the blood from his
face, carefully maneuvering around the puddles on the floor. As he
left the room, he flipped a switch by the door, plunging the room
into total darkness. The only sound in the empty room was the
occasional heavy plop of the syrupy material oozing from the bed
into the puddles on the floor.

. . . .

“I have rebuked your
brother for his failure,” Ackerman informed the three remaining
chosen. Simon and Eve were standing by the bar, Elizabeth reclining
in a chair. All three lowered their heads in acknowledgment—the
first two at the loss of their fellow acolyte, and Elizabeth to
hide her smile, as she realized that only two acolytes now stood in
her path to Ackerman’s side.

Reclining on the sofa and
picking at non-existent lint on his white shirt sleeve, Ackerman
asked Eve what she had learned of Dugan. Clearing her throat
nervously, Eve began reciting from memory, her hands by her sides.
“All reports on Paul Dugan reveal him to be nothing more than a
dealer in rare and antique books, with a specialty in the occult
and magic. His childhood was unremarkable. While a young man, he
served in the military, but was eventually discharged due to severe
mental stress. It appears that he had a massive mental breakdown
during combat, after witnessing the slaughter of several of his
friends.”

“He returned home, where
he enrolled in a local college. After graduating with a major in
English literature, he went on to achieve his Ph.D. in the same
field. Soon after, he opened a local business devoted to the sale
and acquisition of rare and antique books. However, preliminary
research leads us to believe that he has engaged in other more
lucrative business activities as well.” She peered into Ackerman’s
eyes, searching for some acknowledgment of her report. Instead, she
found herself drawn into their bottomless night, lost and alone.
“That is all that we have discovered at this point, my Lord.” She
finished in a rush of words, eyeing him cautiously as he rose from
his seat.

He smiled and gently
reached out with his left hand to stroke her cheek.

“So this is all you have
discovered about Paul Dugan? Hmmmm,” he purred. “Such a thoroughly
unremarkable man by your account.” With incredible speed, and the
accuracy of a consummate sadist, Ackerman drew back his hand and
slammed it into the side of Eve’s head. His long fingers smashed
into her ear, the palm slapping hard against her cheek and rattling
her teeth. The force of the blow flung her aside, causing her to
fall to her knees against a nearby chair. She made no move to
defend herself as he loomed over her.

“This is all you have
discovered about this unremarkable man who, for no apparent reason,
has lent his aid to the Child of Shadows.” Ackerman’s eyes bulged
in rage. “This common fellow, who has helped Jordan Hanson make
contact with a sorcerer of considerable ability, who may or may not
be capable of enlightening him about his myriad talents.” His face
further contorted into an evil grimace. “This ordinary man, who has
directly contributed to the eradication of some our finest
followers.” He spat at her cowering form. “This is all you have
discovered about him!” Ackerman towered over her. Eve nodded
silently, not taking her eyes from his frothing visage. A thin
trickle of blood ran from her ear, and her cheek was red and
swelling.

“This, my dear child,” his
voice suddenly dropped into a conversational tone, “is not
acceptable. There is more to this man, much more. I expect you to
discover it, immediately. I do not care what you must do,” he
continued mildly, bending down to help her up, as though she had
merely slipped and fallen, “but you are to dig down quickly until
you unearth more useful information about this supposedly
unremarkable fellow.” He helped her to sit in the chair, casually
wiping the blood from her ear with his silk
handkerchief.

“Of course, my Lord,” she
stuttered, “I shall have my informants begin a more thorough
examination of Paul Dugan’s past.”

“That’s a good girl,” he
crooned softly. As he stood next to her, he patted her bruising
cheek, ignoring her wincing response. “I know you will do your
best. I also want you to delve into two more matters for me,” he
continued, resuming his place on the sofa. “First, discover who
owned the home we attacked today. Also, have our Children in the
local police department begin a search for a red pickup truck,
probably belonging to Paul Dugan or to the owner of the house.
Peter informed me, before he passed on to the bosom of our
Overlords, that the fugitives escaped in such a
vehicle.”

“I will start now,” she
responded. Then pausing, half out of her seat, she added, “with
your leave?” He waved her casually away, and she rose and walked
into the bedroom next to the one containing Peter’s
remains.

Simon, who had stood
quietly in place, devoid of any emotional reaction during the
incident, now broke his stolid manner to speak to his Master. “My
Lord,” his deep voice echoed across the room, “with your
permission, I would offer a suggestion.” Ackerman glanced at the
dispassionate giant, nodding for him to continue.

“While we have not managed
to capture the Child, I do not believe we have given him much time
to contemplate his abilities either. I would think that our quarry
is quite desperate for a moment’s respite.”

“Go on,” Ackerman
encouraged him, paying close attention.

“I suggest, rather than
sending someone lacking in experience in covert missions, or
releasing a large group to go bumbling loudly ahead to warn our
prey of its approach, that we instead send one capable individual,
supported by the tracking demon. Use me, my Lord. We can release
the demon again to locate them, and then I shall deal with them
myself. Their sorcerer cannot have much energy by now, unless his
magic is dark in nature. I checked the battle site after we
recovered Peter, and there were no residual power signatures apart
from our own. I do not believe he practices the types of magic that
would allow him to replenish himself so quickly. I have no doubt I
can handle the other human; his limited military background and
book learning are of no great consequence to me. That leaves the
Child of Shadows as my only real opponent, but with the aid of the
Hound, I am certain I can capture him. I consider this our best
course of action, my Lord.”

Ackerman thought for a
moment. “Once more, my favorite, you prove your worth. I see the
logic of your plan. Though it is in some ways more dangerous to you
than to others you might have suggested, it surely has the best
odds of success.” Simon nodded. “We still hold the Hound under our
control; with Elizabeth’s support, I should have enough energy
remaining to bind it to you. It can then lead you to the fugitives
and follow your instructions once you have found them. We may yet
turn this travesty to our advantage.” Ackerman chuckled as he rose
and strode toward the master bedroom. “Come, Elizabeth, Simon, it
is time to flush out the fox.”



Chapter Eighteen

The sun was setting when
they arrived at the church. The last receding rays of its light
illuminated the evening overcast in a wash of the deepest yellow,
orange, and red hues. They parked the truck in an alley behind the
massive stone structure. Jordan and Dugan climbed out, leaving
Darien asleep in the front seat, covered with a wool blanket Dugan
kept in the truck.

The two men peered up at
the blackened edifice as it stood bathed in the light of the
setting sun. Both found themselves impressed, even in its present
state of disrepair.

The building reminded
Jordan of old cathedrals he’d seen in books on European history. It
looked like a cross between church and fortress. It was a
three-story affair, constructed of irregular gray stone blocks,
with bell towers at each of its four corners. It seemed to stand in
defiance of the era in which it existed, promising to be there long
after the more modern buildings surrounding it had crumbled to
dust. It was a futile pledge, however, in light of its upcoming
demolition.

Several tall, evenly
spaced windows ran along the side of the wall facing Jordan and
Dugan. Their dark, empty ovals stared cavernously out at them. The
stained glass they once contained lay shattered and melted on the
ground outside. The long central roof of the building was mostly
gone; all that remained was a partial skeleton composed of a few
burnt beams reaching into the dusky twilight. Caught up in the cool
breeze blowing around them, a faint odor of charred wood still
emanated from the church. Jordan glanced briefly at the clouds
above, hoping it wouldn’t rain. He doubted the church would offer
much in the way of shelter.

“Why don’t you check her
over on the inside, my boy, while I get the food we picked up and
whatever supplies are left?” Dugan suggested, lighting another
cigarette. “I can keep an eye on Darien that way, too. Seems safer
than both of us wandering around in there, leaving him alone in an
alley at night.”

“No problem,” Jordan
assured him, heading toward the side of the church. “I’m sure I can
handle anything I run into.”

“Well, hopefully you won’t
run into anything,” Dugan remarked to Jordan’s retreating figure,
“because frankly, I need a breather. Hey,” he called out, “you need
a flashlight or something? It’s going to be dark in
there.”

“No thanks,” Jordan
responded, as he approached an arched doorway at the end of the row
of windows, “I can see just fine.” Dugan nodded, then turned as
Jordan stepped into the building, busying himself in the back of
the truck.

As Jordan passed into the
structure, the final rays of sunlight struck the stonework, bathing
it briefly in a wash of intense crimson. For a moment, it appeared
that the church was soaked in freshly spilled blood.

. . . .

Jordan paused after
entering the church, allowing his eyes to adjust to the growing
darkness inside. His preternatural sight quickly adapted, and
within seconds he could see the interior as clearly as he would in
regular light. He was surprised to realize, however, that his new
vision did not allow him to distinguish colors in the dark.
Everything seemed to be painted in shades of gray.

He walked between the
remains of two overturned pews, further into the church. The damage
was far more extensive than was apparent from the outside. The
walls were completely covered in black soot; none of the color from
the original stone showed through the dark mantle. Many of the pews
and benches were no more than piles of ash, although Jordan
occasionally spotted only partially seared frameworks lying
scattered about. These gave mute testimony to how the place of
worship once must have looked.

Jordan proceeded to the
middle of the towering central chamber. He halted amid the burnt
carpeting and piles of debris to peer up through the massive hole
in the roof, gazing at the first stars as they appeared between the
clouds above. Almost pretty, he mused, as he contemplated the
rapidly darkening night sky through the ravaged framework of the
ceiling.

He made his way to the
front of the church, up to the wide doorway in which two large
doors once must have stood. Now, the entryway was boarded with
heavy sheets of plywood. Satisfied that no one would be entering
from that point, Jordan turned to the back of the church, where the
remains of an altar stood.

He mounted the trio of
long, narrow steps leading to the stone table, one of the few
objects still standing. Running his hand across the blackened
altar, he was surprised that, except for the soot and ash, it was
relatively undamaged. Brushing the grime from his fingers onto his
coat, he began inspecting the roof in that portion of the church;
it too was apparently composed of stone, and remained in
place.

As he circled behind the
altar, staring up at the roof, Jordan stumbled. Glancing down, he
noticed for the first time the remains of a large cross against his
heels. It had probably been mounted on the wall behind the altar,
he assumed, bending down to retrieve the heavy relic. It was over
five feet long, and its arms stretched four feet across. But it was
probably originally taller than he was, Jordan reflected as he
studied it: the bottom had been snapped off, leaving a jagged stump
of wood at the base. Apart from that, it was in good shape, albeit
a little blackened. Rather than dropping it back among the dirt and
ash, Jordan decided to lean it up against the wall. This wasn’t the
time to piss off God.

Jordan had seen no signs
of any inhabitants of the church, but he wanted to be sure before
he had Dugan and Darien come in. Remembering how he’d been able to
sense that Elizabeth wasn’t quite dead, somehow ‘feeling’ the
energy radiating from her, Jordan decided to try the same trick
again. He attempted to tap into that ability, drawing it out and
directing it into the structure around him. At first nothing
happened. Frustrated, he wondered how something that had occurred
so naturally before now eluded him. Then, like a switch flipping,
Jordan felt his awareness of his surroundings begin to expand. It
was as though tendrils of himself were stretching outward to
investigate every nook and cranny around him. He envisioned a
thousand serpentine tongues darting out from his body, tasting
their surroundings. Within seconds, he knew the whereabouts of
every small animal in the church, from the rodents scurrying among
the debris to the pigeons nestled up in the roof. He could even
sense the life forces of Dugan and Darien in the alley, but no
other human energies came to him; they were the only people nearby.
Pleased, Jordan drew the questing energy back into his body, and
went outside to find Dugan.

. . . .

An hour later, the three
men were resting near the altar. Darien, on his blanket with his
back against the pedestal, was awake but still groggy. He sipped
bottled water mixed with something from a vial on one of the many
compartments on his gun belt. Dugan, a few feet away, warmed
himself by a metal drum he’d found in the alley and filled with
burnable debris from the church. And Jordan, sitting on the first
step leading up to the stone platform, idly threw pieces of
pretzels from a bag in his lap to the rats lurking at the edge of
the light from Dugan’s fire.

“Feeling any better,
Darien?” Dugan inquired, inspecting Jordan’s jammed gun in the
flickering light. The other automatic weapon rested next to Darien,
with only a few rounds remaining.

“A little,” Darien
responded, his voice fatigued. “A good night’s rest and some of my
revitalizing potions, and I’ll be myself again by
morning.”

“Well, don’t worry. Here
at ‘We Be Homeless,’ we have nothing but the finest in vagrant
accommodations. You’ll feel like you were back at home in your own
cardboard box,” Jordan quipped, then resumed tossing pretzels to
the rodents at his feet.

“It’s what I’ve always
dreamed of,” Darien muttered with a wan smile.

Setting the gun to one
side, unable to fix it, Dugan walked over to Darien and sat down.
“If we manage to make it through an uneventful night, I, for one,
will be more than happy with our present accommodations.” He opened
a bag of peanut M & M’s and a can of V8 from their pile of
groceries.

“Always the discriminating
diner, aren’t you?” Darien commented, nodding toward Dugan’s
choices of nourishment.

Washing a mouthful of M
& M’s down with the vegetable juice, Dugan smiled, patting his
ample middle. “It’s how I keep my figure, my friend.”

“Ah, of course, how silly
of me,” Darien remarked.

“It’s got to be better
than your bland diet,” Dugan retorted. “You miss out on all the
good stuff life has to offer.”

“Perhaps, but then which
of us is several thousand years old?” Darien asked
rhetorically.

“But,” Dugan continued,
waving the bag of candy at Darien, “how much of your long life is
due to your ‘diet,’ and how much to your Elixir?”

“My strict diet is
meant....” Bored with the conversation, Jordan stood up and
wandered toward the front of the church, into the embracing
darkness. The rats scattered before him. The two old friends
continued to banter away behind him.

Jordan stopped in the
middle of the church. The scurrying rodents pursued him in search
of more crunchy morsels. Absently, he continued to toss broken
pieces of pretzels to them as he gazed once more through the great
hole in the roof into the sparkling night sky. The clouds had
shifted for the moment, and Jordan could see the starry panorama
clearly from his vantage point.

Given the morning’s
events, he felt strangely relaxed. He knew, of course, that
somewhere out there, beyond the places any man could ever dream to
see, lurked the Mondragoran. He knew also that Ackerman, Elizabeth,
and their followers searched for him, with the intent of returning
him to those monstrous creatures. Yet despite it all, he wasn’t as
frightened as he once was. He had fought back today, against men
and demons, and he had given as well as he got. The wound in his
arm had already healed; not even a scar remained. The same couldn’t
be said for his favorite coat, unfortunately.

Dugan was right, Jordan
thought; he wasn’t going to be prey anymore. With each passing day,
he was learning to use his new body, and with that knowledge he
drew closer to his promise from the night before: to make them pay
for what they did to him.

“Do you hear me?” he
whispered into the night sky. “I’m not helpless anymore. Soon I
will teach you to fear me.”

Jordan glanced back down
when, in a sudden flurry of activity, the little animals at his
feet raced off into the surrounding debris. Puzzled, he extended
his hearing to discover what had frightened them. He picked up
Dugan and Darien talking, still good-naturedly arguing with one
another. He tuned out the conversation, concentrating further,
until he could hear the frightened heartbeats of the
rats.

“What’s the matter, little
guys?” he whispered.

He picked it up then, a
faint noise, though well above the sound of the rodents’
heartbeats. It was a soft mewing, like a kitten in
distress.

“Is that what’s got you
guys all worked up? A kitten?” Jordan set the bag of pretzels by
his feet. He peered into the surrounding shadows, into a darkness
that, for him, did not exist, but saw no sign of the small animal
he could hear so distinctly. He attempted to focus on the direction
from which the noise emanated, but every time he moved toward it,
the noise seemed to shift. He never saw the creature move, even
though the source of the noise seemed to.

“Either you’re really fast
or really small, kitty,” Jordan remarked. “But there are more ways
than one to skin a cat—or to find it.” He ceased his physical
search and began a psychic one. He closed his eyes, once more
extending the threads of his being as he pinpointed each individual
life force in the immediate vicinity. He located the few dozen rats
around him, then the pigeons above, but still no cat. He reached
further in all directions, but discovered nothing new. His
awareness continued to expand, spreading to the altar. He felt the
escalation in energy as he encountered human life forces. He
suppressed the twinge of hunger that the three life forces brought
him. Then he began to move on....

“Three?” he muttered out
loud, his eyes popping open as he turned back toward Dugan and
Darien. “Shit, we’re not alone.”

He started hurriedly
toward the altar. “Hey, Dugan, Darien, come here a second,” he
called, hoping to draw them away from the altar—and whomever was
near it. Dugan and Darien glanced up as he approached. Sensing
something was amiss, Dugan started to rise; then, for the second
time that day, pandemonium broke out.

A horrible shriek, audible
both physically and psychically, echoed throughout the church. The
sound vibrated into their very souls, momentarily forcing Dugan to
cover his ears, while the psychic wail ripped through Darien’s
weakened defenses. The immortal curled up in agony as he attempted
to drive the noise from his mind.

The starry sky above was
blotted out as something huge and bloated dove through the hole in
the roof and crashed down upon Jordan with a smothering, sticky
weight.

In an instant, the mass of
the shrieking creature forced Jordan to his knees, then flat on his
stomach. His face turned sideways amid the dirt and ash as dozens
of thin, streamer-like tentacles encircled his body with
astonishing speed. Their touch against his skin caused an itchy
sensation as they tightened around him.

“Jordan!” Dugan shouted,
shaking off the effects of the demon’s wail and reaching for the
only functioning weapon. The fingers of his right hand were inches
from it when suddenly a huge hand, dwarfing even his large paw,
wrapped around his own, painfully crushing it closed. He was
savagely yanked upright and wrenched around to face a behemoth of a
man.

“Hello, Mr. Dugan,” the
thick-featured man rumbled. “My name is Simon. I’m here to kill
you.” He finished with the faintest of grins. Then he slammed his
right hand into Dugan’s chest with incredible power, gripping tight
the cloth of his shirt and coat. He released his grip on Dugan’s
hand, reached up to grab his right shoulder, and lifted Dugan from
the floor as though he weighed no more than a child. Then, with a
grunt, he hurled Dugan toward the altar, smashing him across the
top of the cold stone table with terrific force. Dugan’s momentum
carried him painfully over it, to crash onto the floor.

Staggering to his feet,
Dugan remembered seeing Darien’s prone form, a dagger protruding
from his side, a widening pool of blood next to him already
beginning to drip down the steps. In a daze of pain, he also
realized that Jordan was trapped on the floor beneath some sort of
giant jellyfish creature, thrashing back and forth in an attempt to
break loose from the tentacles wrapped around him. Dugan looked
back across the altar. The man calling himself Simon remained
standing, a grim, callous expression on his face.

“The Child caught on to my
distraction a little sooner than I’d anticipated, but matters have
still progressed as I intended,” he remarked. “Did you really think
you would be safe here?” he added scornfully, a cold glint in his
eyes. “Were you assuming that this holy place would offer you
sanctuary from us?” He spat out the word “holy,” as though uttering
it offended him, as he gestured at the church around them. He shook
his head contemptuously. “Perhaps this once was a sacred place, but
it is not now. The demon had no trouble locating the Child of
Shadows cowering in this place of worship.”

Dugan made no attempt to
escape as the hulking giant rambled on. He hoped, instead, that
during the interim he would figure out a way to deal with his
attacker.

“How long after the fire
do you think it took before others began to come here?” Simon asked
rhetorically. “Did you ever consider what humans must have done in
this place before you arrived? The kind of deviant acts they
performed—acts that would have destroyed whatever sanctity this
place had to offer? I wonder how many homeless people slept here,
then awoke the next morning and decided to take a shit in these
hallowed halls?” He paused a moment, glancing about. “Don’t you
think this would make a nice place to shoot up?” he commented, “or
perhaps to bring one of the local whores? You should have kept
running when you had the chance, Mr. Dugan.” As Simon finished, he
reached behind his head in a blur of motion and extracted a dagger
from the collar of his coat, flinging it across the altar straight
toward Dugan’s throat.

Dugan had known that the
follower of the Mondragoran was attempting to distract him with his
conversation, but he’d assumed the man would rush him, or perhaps
reach for a weapon inside his long raincoat. The speed of Simon’s
reflexes, and the hidden throwing knife, almost took Dugan by
surprise—almost. He managed, at the last second, to shift his body
enough to avoid taking the dagger in the throat. But the knife
still punched into his right shoulder, just below the collar bone.
Burying all five inches of its blade deep into his shoulder, the
serrated weapon grated across the bone as it sheared through his
flesh. Dugan staggered back in pain and shock, his hand clutching
at the hilt of the knife. Thick, warm blood seeped between his
fingers.

Simon propelled himself
across the altar into Dugan, sending both men crashing to the
floor.

. . . .

Jordan writhed on the
ground in the damp embrace of the creature. Its alien wail echoed
into his head, setting his teeth on edge. He had yet to get a clear
view of it; all he noticed were the dozens of flat tentacles
flailing about him. It seemed that for every appendage he managed
to rip away from his body, another two coiled around
him.

The strange tingling as
the tentacles touched his flesh had ceased. He was uncertain what
the sensation signified, but he had a suspicion it was something to
do with toxins in the monster’s tentacles. No matter, he thought,
as he continued to struggle; if a bullet through the heart couldn’t
kill him, he wasn’t going to worry about poisoning. What did
concern him, as the putrid-smelling creature flipped him onto his
back and pinned his arms to his sides, was whether he could survive
being eaten. He found himself staring up at a huge, parrot-like
beak with jagged edges clacking down at him. A long, thin, pink
tongue darted in and out of the snapping jaws, and the tentacles
encoiling him radiated from around those jaws. As the creature
began to jerk at his body, attempting to pull him up from the
floor, Jordan feared that he was about to have a very unpleasant
experience.

Having successfully
trapped Jordan’s arms, the creature now strove to entangle his legs
as it drew him closer to its mouth. Jordan wondered what use he
would be to the Mondragoran if the creature ate him; surely that
would be counter to their plans. But then it occurred to him, as he
looked into the demon’s dripping maw, its hot breath upon him, that
perhaps he would still be useful to them without his
legs.

Realizing he had no chance
of freeing his arms, Jordan hit upon another plan. Rolling back
onto his shoulders, he pulled his legs close to his stomach, then
with all his strength kicked upward with both feet directly toward
the creature’s beak. His plan was simple—to push against the
monster’s lower body, in the hope of breaking its hold on him. The
results proved far more impressive.

With an accuracy born of
luck, his feet plunged into the creature’s mouth during the split
second when its jaws were open the widest. His feet pushed through
the opening, halfway up to his calves, before meeting a spongy
resistance that repelled them out again. The demon made a choked,
gurgling noise, its wail ceasing as a frothy foam oozed from its
beak. Then, suddenly, it released Jordan, the tentacles that had
previously held him whipping about in a frenzy of pain. Jordan
rolled out from underneath the monster.  Coming up on the
balls of his feet in a crouch, he got his first good look at the
repugnant creature floating in the air before him. He gazed in
disgust at its bloated body, the foamy liquid dripping beneath it
to pool on the floor below.

“You know,” he muttered,
“you’re one ugly sonofabitch.” As the creature trembled in the air
before him, Jordan reached down with both hands and picked up the
remains of one of the burned pews. A good five feet of the heavy
seat remained intact, and he pulled it easily from among the
debris.

He swung the burnt bench
back and smashed it into the creature with tremendous force. The
pew struck the Hound with a loud, wet smack, shattering from the
blow as the front portion of the demon’s fleshy body caved in with
a splatter of yellow ichor. Damp lumps of rancid flesh, combined
with splintered wood, flew off into the surrounding shadows. The
power of the blow propelled the floating creature down the aisle
into the heavily-boarded entryway. The blockaded doorway folded in
upon itself, collapsing on the demon in a shower of stone, wood,
and ash. When the dust cleared, all that Jordan could see was a few
tentacles protruding from the pile of rubble.

Jordan tossed the remains
of the bench onto the floor, then turned at the sound of Dugan
crying out in pain. At the back of the church, he saw Dugan
standing behind the stone table, clutching at his shoulder. Then a
giant of a man threw himself over the altar and crashed into Dugan.
As they fell to the floor, Jordan ran toward them.

The huge stranger was the
first to rise. Nearby, Jordan noticed Darien using the end of the
altar to pull himself upright. A dagger protruded from his bleeding
side. He was fumbling for something in one of the compartments
attached to his belt.

Jordan had no time to help
him, though, as the man towering above Dugan turned to his side and
grabbed the large cross leaning against the wall. He picked it up
in both hands, gripping it above the joining of the beams, and
lifted it up high. The jagged point hovered just above the side of
the altar, and although Jordan couldn’t see Dugan, he knew where
the stranger was about to plunge the weapon.

“No!” he screamed, only a
few yards from the man. The stranger glanced over at him, then,
with a thin smile, slammed the cross down. Jordan heard it strike
with a sickening thud, and watched as droplets of liquid splattered
across the man’s face.

“No!” Jordan howled in
horror, hurtling himself over the altar. He grabbed the man by the
shoulders and threw him to his right, sending him flying into the
stone wall. Then Jordan looked down at the floor, and at
Dugan.

“Oh, God!” he sobbed
hoarsely. His friend was obviously dead, pinned to the floor like
an insect on a board, the heavy cross sticking straight up from the
middle of his chest. His eyes were open wide in shock, a thin
trickle of blood running from his mouth and down his cheek. Jordan
looked past Dugan’s body as the man pulled himself from the floor
where he had slumped. He turned, apparently unharmed, to face
Jordan.

“That was too easy.
Perhaps you can do better,” he mocked. Jordan snarled, throwing
himself toward Dugan’s killer. All reason had fled his mind. His
only thought was to destroy this man, to make him
suffer.

When he was almost upon
the killer, however, Jordan was frozen in place as the man motioned
toward him, muttering a string of unintelligible words. Jordan
found himself trapped by the same paralyzing nimbus of energy that
had held him in Darien’s sun room—he was within reach of the
murderer but unable to move.

The man lowered his hands
and approached Jordan. He halted, his face inches from Jordan’s.
Jordan stared into the cold dark eyes and smelled the musky odor of
expensive cologne.

“The Master will be most
pleased with my success,” the killer rumbled. “I have eliminated
those responsible for embarrassing the Children, and captured the
Child of Shadows all on my own. My rewards will be great. And
you—you will be returned to the Dark Overlords, who will bend you
to the task you were meant to perform.” Jordan barely acknowledged
the words. All he could think of was making the assassin pay for
what he had done. But to do that he needed to move, and although
Jordan strained with every muscle, every fiber of his being, he
remained crippled.

The man continued: “It
seemed so strange to me that you were able to elude the others the
way you did, after....”

Jordan stared beyond his
moving lips, oblivious to the words issuing from them. Instead, he
remembered that there was still one thing he could move. He reached
into himself, searching for the threads of energy he had used to
seek out the life forces in the church. He tapped into the ability
easily this time, the invisible threads radiating instantly from
him. But this time, instead of directing them toward living
creatures, Jordan channeled them toward the lines of energy
surrounding him.

“...I am glad that I was
personally able to kill your fat friend. The loss he caused us by
maiming Peter....”

Jordan felt the serpentine
coils of his senses diving into the envelope of energy, wrapping
themselves around the lines of power, merging with them. He could
perceive what they were: just different forms of energy. Although
they were complex in their configurations, they were similar to the
patterns of the living creatures around him. Then Jordan heard
Darien’s voice echoing in his mind—I would
surmise that not only are you an absorber of life forces, but you
are also capable of channeling other kinds of
power—and he knew what to do.

“...but I have amused
myself enough now,” the man continued, glancing over Jordan’s
shoulder. “I see your pet sorcerer has managed to drag himself
upright; I’ll have to deal with him.” He pulled another dagger from
his sleeve. “Then you and I will return to Lord Ackerman, where—”
Simon did not finish the sentence. In the blink of an eye, Jordan
used the fibers of his power to redirect the energy around him back
onto the Acolyte. Now it was the disciple of the Mondragoran who
was paralyzed and helpless; Jordan saw the look of surprise,
followed by fear, in his eyes as he realized what had
occurred.

“You killed my friend, you
bastard,” Jordan spat. He placed his hand on the Acolyte’s chest,
his fingers opened and curved—slowly, he began to push with all his
strength. Even though Jordan was exerting tremendous pressure, the
energy ensnaring the man held him upright. But something had to
give; in this case, that something proved to be Simon’s chest.
Jordan’s fingers forced their way through, snapping ribs and
tearing muscle. The spell encasing Simon prevented him from
screaming, while Jordan’s hand wrapped around the beating heart of
the terrified Acolyte. Simon was denied even the option of passing
out. He was totally aware of his impending death but unable to stop
it.

Jordan squeezed his hand
closed, crushing the heart into a meaty pulp, stilling it forever.
As he died, the energy around Simon winked out, allowing him to
slide from Jordan’s hand and hit the floor. Dropping the twitching
mess, Jordan turned back to Dugan’s body. Darien, a vial in his
hand, was crouching next to the corpse as Jordan
approached.

“Quickly, Jordan,” he
barked, “remove the cross.” Jordan nodded dumbly as he reached down
and pulled the cross transfixing Dugan from his chest. It exited
with a wet sucking noise, and Jordan tossed it over the
altar.

“What are you trying to
do?” he asked, confused, as Darien poked around the gaping hole in
Dugan’s chest. “You can see he’s dead.”

“Dugan is only clinically
dead; if—” Darien was interrupted in mid-sentence by a small
explosion in the front of the church, followed by a high-pitched
scream of hellish rage: “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO MY FAVORITE CHILD!”
The pulpy creature Jordan had buried under a pile of mortar and
stone erupted into the air.

“What the hell—since when
can that thing talk?” Jordan muttered, as the creature shook free
of the remaining debris and drifted toward them.

“That’s not the voice of
the demon,” Darien replied weakly, standing up. “That’s the voice
of the human controlling the demon. I assume that it is Lord
Ackerman.” The creature advanced rapidly, the thick ichor dripping
from its wounds, leaving a trail behind it as it approached. Its
tentacles whipped about it in a frenzy.

“Finally,” Jordan
murmured, stepping around the altar and toward the
demon.

“No,” Darien ordered,
laying a hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “You have to leave
now.”

The alchemist raised his
hand and a purple mist flowed from it, enveloping the approaching
demon. The creature stopped in mid-air and began spinning like a
confused top.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?
You just stopped it, now I’ll go kill it,” Jordan declared angrily,
attempting to move toward the monster.

“Damn it, listen to me!”
Darien yelled. “I know that demon. It’s a Hell Hound, and it is how
Ackerman found us. The Hound locates the energy signature of
supernatural creatures, then hunts them down; it followed your
aura, Jordan. If Ackerman is directly channeling his power into it,
you won’t be able to defeat it.” As the demon began to slow its mad
spinning, Darien continued. “You can’t beat it. If you try, he’ll
capture you, and you can’t allow that!”

“But what about you?”
Jordan responded.

“I have one more ace up my
sleeve—but I can’t use it while you’re near that thing. Here, take
this.” Darien removed the Druid’s glass from around his neck and
handed it to Jordan. “With this in your possession, Ackerman won’t
be able to track you through your aura again. Now leave!” Darien
ordered desperately, as the haze around the demon dissipated and it
approached once more. A reddish glow began to form at the tips of
its tentacles.

“Please Jordan, leave,”
Darien implored again. “I’ll deal with the Hound.”

Darien faced the creature
as it neared the foot of the steps, his hands raised toward it, his
palms out. He closed them into fists, and a pale white glow leaked
from between the immortal’s fingers. A dozen of the demon’s
tentacles whipped toward the altar, red waves of energy radiating
from the tips. Darien opened his hands, and Jordan hastily averted
his eyes. The phosphorous light flared outward to block the glowing
waves of red energy, burning to a crisp the ends of the creature’s
extended tentacles.

Jordan threw himself
behind the altar as the two exchanged massive quantities of power.
Jordan was torn between the desire to help Darien and the fear of
becoming a hindrance to him. Then he remembered what Dugan had
said: remember when to take your losses
and run. If he was to have any chance of
defeating the Mondragoran, he must follow Dugan’s advice. Quickly,
he reached into Dugan’s coat pocket, grabbing the keys to the
truck. The battle continued to rage above him, the smell of ozone
heavy in the air. He crawled rapidly around the altar and toward
the side door. Ackerman’s demon was too occupied to notice Jordan
slipping out the door and into the alley.

Once outside, Jordan
climbed into the truck and started the ignition. The truck rumbled
to life, and Jordan watched as a kaleidoscope of colors poured
through the shattered windows of the church. He was debating
whether to wait for Darien or to escape as requested, but suddenly
that decision was taken from him, when a tremendous explosion
rocked the church. Bright orange and red flames ripped through the
oval windows and into the alley. The fire roared toward the sky,
reaching hundreds of feet for the stars. The force of the blast
shook the sides of the unstable structure, and huge sections of the
walls and towers began to tumble inward, sending pieces of stone
and wood rattling down onto the truck. Jordan looked on in horror
as the church was reduced to a blaze of rubble in seconds. He
waited a while longer, but saw no signs of life.

He put the truck into gear
and pulled out of the alley. For the second time in two days,
Jordan found himself driving away from a fire. The first left
behind the ashes of his love and his past; the latter, the cinders
of an old and a new friend.



Chapter Nineteen

Jordan drove with his
hands gripped tightly around the steering wheel, his knuckles white
with exertion. To shed even one tear might ease the pain of so much
loss, but he had learned something else about his new form—the dead
do not cry. He had been so bold in the church, when he’d looked up
at the heavens and promised to make the Mondragoran pay. He’d felt
invulnerable at that moment, and perhaps he was, but those around
him were not.

Too much was happening to
him in too short a time. With each day, he felt his power growing,
but as it increased, so did the hunger in his spirit. His thoughts
seemed to wander more often, and the places to which they drifted
frightened him. He found himself fixating on images of death and
agony, of pain and pleasure inseparable from one another. With
difficulty and a cold shudder, he pulled himself back from the dark
place in his soul where those sinister thoughts lurked.

As he continued to drive
into the night, Jordan feared that his sanity might be dissolving,
that he was becoming like the creatures who stalked him—another
predator of the innocent. He stood at the edge of a great
precipice; one step and he would tumble straight into the cold
embrace of hell. Once he had feared being pushed over that ledge;
now, he wondered if he would freely choose that first step, as
Elizabeth had.

Jordan glanced out the
passenger window as a tall white and blue sign flashed by: WELCOME
TO OREGON. He hadn’t been conscious of the passing scenery for the
past few hours. He considered turning the truck around and
returning to Seattle, rather than endangering the only person left
who still cared for him. He reached into his shirt collar and
grasped the Druid’s Crystal. Darien had promised that as long as it
was in his possession, he would be hidden from any magical trace.
Jordan released the pendant and placed his hand back on the
steering wheel.

In the past, Maggie had
always kept the darkness at bay. Perhaps she still
could.

Jordan continued, pushing
deeper into the heart of his cousin’s home state. A bitter,
desolate wind followed him.

. . . .

Lord Ackerman crouched,
naked and trembling, before his living gate. It drew on the energy
of his life force while he waited alone in his temporary sanctuary.
The parasitic construction nibbled at his power, and his defenses
were at their lowest. But he endured the unpleasant experience,
anticipating a response from his Masters.

He sat alone in the
flickering shadows. The room was lit only by the pale blue
emanations from the portal. His mind was far away as he peered into
its contorting shades of ice. The miasma circulating within was the
pathway joining this world to the nether realms.

He wondered what he would
say. Despite the power they had given him, and all his vast
knowledge, the rebel continued to elude him. Worse, the Child had
succeeded, with the aid of others, in striking back. It began with
the wounding of Choronzon, then the loss of the demonic Harpies and
the grave wraith, then Genevieve. Even had he allowed Peter to
live, the crippled Acolyte would only have been a liability. Now he
had lost the Hell Hound as well, and worst of all, his favorite,
Simon—strong and sensual Simon.

Try as he might, Ackerman
could not understand how the Child had managed to locate such
powerful allies in such a short time. The pyrotechnical attack that
the sorcerer had unleashed against him while he possessed the
Hound’s form would have killed him had he not managed to return to
his body before the demon’s defenses broke. The conflagration
consumed only the demon, instead of them both. He had attempted,
afterward, to use the portal’s awareness to search out the Child’s
aura, much as the Hound had done. But although he’d searched for
hundreds of miles in every direction, he had found nothing. The
Child’s residual energy patterns ceased after he left the church.
It was as though he no longer existed. Ackerman almost feared that
the rebel might be dead, but he knew that was absurd. A creation
constructed by the Mondragoran could never be destroyed so
easily.

He was at a loss. Every
time he formulated a new plan, the Child thwarted his efforts.
Ackerman required the guidance of his dread Masters. They would not
be pleased with his failures, but if he did not commune with them
before matters became more serious, he doubted they would allow him
to live.

Ackerman fell back in
surprise when the light of the portal suddenly flared. The foul
winds churned within it, coursing outward to roar across his body,
pouring into his nostrils, ears, and mouth. The illumination born
of shadows seared his eyes, drowning out all other light, and
submerged his vision into the sea of darkness where the Mondragoran
dwelled. The sour, acerbic winds burned deep into his lungs,
choking him. He gasped as his next breath was stifled, the assault
to his senses overwhelming him. He felt himself losing
consciousness, tumbling into the void where his Masters
awaited.

You call us, first of our
servants, yet we do not sense the essence of the Child of Shadows
with you. Their annoyance tore at his
soul. Why do you presume to commune with
us when you have not succeeded in the task we laid before
you? they thundered into his
being.

“Masters, though you have
given me great gifts by which to return the Child of Shadows to
you, I still struggle to capture him. He has found powerful allies
who have fought with him against us. Many of the Fallen Chosen I
transported from the nether realms were annihilated by a sorcerer
who now aids the Child. Several of my personal elite have also been
destroyed.”

Ackerman cringed mentally,
waiting for them to silence him. When nothing happened, he rushed
into his next thought. “I offer no excuse for my failure. I do not
understand why my plans have not succeeded. Look into my mind and
see for yourselves; I hold nothing from you. If you perceive that I
have failed through incompetence, then destroy me; if not, help me
to achieve your will, for I am dealing with forces beyond the Child
of Shadows.”

He made no move to block
them—not that he could have—as they forced their way deep into his
mind. They tore brutally through his memories of recent days.
Reviewing his plans to secure the Child, studying the factors that
had led him to make each decision. Nothing of his self was spared.
What he had said, done, and felt was laid out before them like an
animal on a dissection table. They did all this and also judged his
worth, contemplating whether to allow him to live, in the time it
took Ackerman to have a single thought. Then he felt their terrible
voices in his mind once more.

We have reviewed your
motives and the reasoning behind your attempts to reclaim our
wayward Child— he cowered, expecting to
hear their fatal proclamation—and have
concluded that the fault is not yours. We will allow you to live
and to continue in our service. His sigh
of relief was cut short as a jolt of pain ripped through him,
sending him shrieking down the corridors of his mind.

Though we allow you to
live, do not think us pleased, they
reprimanded him, as the burst of pain faded. Such repeated failures cannot be allowed to continue.
Valuable resources are being wasted. The Child remains out of our
reach, and the more he learns, the greater his threat to
us.

“A threat? I do not
understand; how is he a threat to you?” Ackerman asked,
puzzled.

Silence, fool!
they bellowed, the barbs of their rage lodging
deep into his mind, skewering his thoughts. We speak of the threat to our goal of possessing this
world. We will tolerate no more delay. Our
hunger for this orb is great; we shall have it soon. But we must
have the Child if we are to succeed.

“I spoke in ignorance, my
lords; forgive me,” Ackerman begged through his agony. “I seek only
to please you.”

The shredding of his mind
ceased as they spoke once more. Listen,
priest, and obey, they commanded.
The Child is aided by a force of light that we
have yet to discover. This force is subtly manipulating the skein of fate in an
attempt to defeat us. But its machinations will ultimately be
useless. If it had any power to be reckoned with, it would not have
to hide so. It is only a matter of time before his benefactor
reveals itself to us; when it does, we shall reach out and crush
it.

Continue as you have done,
but be conservative with your forces. Use them as you must, but
endeavor whenever possible to uncover what resources the Child can
access before launching an attack. Above all, you must not allow
him the opportunity to rest or learn. Your Acolyte Simon was wise
in his suggestion to press your attacks. Continue to do so. We
shall either exhaust his resources or discover what aids him—either
way, we gain the advantage.

“I will do as you order,
Masters, but how am I to locate him again? The Hound has been
destroyed, and even with the use of sacrifices for more energy, it
will be a day or two before I can use the portal again.”

You will do as you must,
but do not overlook the obvious—we have the woman he loved. Use her
and the knowledge she has of him. She may be able to lead you to
him more quickly than any demon.

“Of course, my
Masters.”

There is one more matter
that you will attend to while you pursue the Child.

“Tell me, Lords, I will
see to it at once,” Ackerman simpered.

Should the Child continue
to elude you, we will need to draw him out. This can be achieved by
acquiring the Foundation site nearest you. The Child is attuned to
the Foundations, though he is not presently aware of it. He will
sense an assault directed against any one of them, and will be
drawn to it. Use the abilities we have given you to discover the
location of the site nearest you. When the time arrives, we will
use this knowledge to snare him.

“I exist only to do your
bidding,” Ackerman whispered as their foul essence receded from
him. He felt himself leaving their reality. He returned with the
security of his Masters’ support and the piece of a new
puzzle.

They had said the Child
was a threat to them. He had not misunderstood them; they feared
something about their creation. Lord Ackerman began to ponder what
sort of danger the Child might pose to its omnipotent Masters and
how he might use this to his advantage. After all, he might soon
command the body of the Child of Shadows.

. . . .

The sun had been up for
several hours when Jordan pulled the truck off of the main road and
began the short drive up the dirt path leading to the
cabin.

The windows of the pickup
were open, and the morning breeze brought the fresh scent of pine
from the nearby woods. The daybreak was pleasantly free of the
cacophony of the city. No revving of cars, no strident throngs,
only the gentle whisper of an autumn breeze and the occasional
twitter of birds. As Jordan approached his destination, the truck
cab was filled with the fragrance of wildflowers.

He parked the truck before
a familiar, ivy-covered split-rail fence, secured with a simple
latch gate, which led to the gardens and, in the distance, to
Maggie’s cabin. He could hardly see the building, due to the trees,
bushes, and flowers carpeting the landscape. The plant life seemed
more prolific than when he was younger, but then she’d always had a
green thumb.

Jordan didn’t bother
unhooking the gate; he simply laid his hand on the gray,
weather-beaten fence and lightly vaulted over it. Crossing the main
garden, Jordan marveled at the well-maintained beauty. So many
trees and plants surrounded him, yet nothing seemed cramped or
forced. Everything appeared balanced, as though the place was in
perfect harmony.

It had been several years
since he’d last visited Maggie, and even longer since he’d helped
her with the gardens, but he still recognized much of the greenery.
There were patches of wild daisies in an assortment of colors,
lavender and violets sprouting from carefully cultivated rock
gardens, and a small pond to his right covered with water lilies.
Cornflowers and sunflowers grew in the few spots not shaded by the
towering trees, their colors fading as the chill of winter drew
close. As Jordan continued, noting several colorful rosebushes in
one place, a cluster of brightly hued tulips in another, he
wondered how so many flowering plants could still be in bloom this
late in the year. A few, yes, but almost all of them? Maggie must
be one hell of a gardener.

Nearing the small,
three-bedroom cabin, Jordan crouched down before one of Maggie’s
herb gardens. The garden was bordered by small laurel bushes;
clustered within, he could see and smell a variety of herbs: thyme,
small yellow-flowered chamomile plants, pungent rosemary, fragrant
mint, anise, marjoram, sage, and others he could not identify.
Noticing a small ladybug ambling across some foxglove, he reached
down to pick it up.

Suddenly, a sharp object
was pushed hard between his shoulder blades, and a female voice he
didn’t recognize demanded, “Who the hell are you?” Jordan froze,
raising both hands slightly. “I don’t know who you are, but I have
a reason to be here,” he responded. When there was no immediate
answer, he added, “Can I turn around? I usually like to face people
when I talk to them.”

The object digging into
his back was slowly pulled away. “Okay, but turn around slowly and
explain yourself,” the voice ordered.

Jordan turned around
carefully, his hands still in the air, to face the woman
threatening him. She stood only a few feet away, in a simple white
sundress and sandals. Her skin was tanned and freckled from the
sun. She appeared to be in her early twenties, and her face had a
pleasant quality about it—not gorgeous or sexy, but definitely
pretty. Long blond hair, tied in a single braid, hung to one side
of her face. Her expression was determined, and she was pointing a
very sharp-looking pair of pruning shears at his face.

“Alright, now answer my
question: who are you and what are you doing on this
property?”

Jordan lowered his hands
slowly and slipped them into his coat pockets. “My name is Jordan,
and I’ve come to see my cousin Maggie, who lives here. Now why
don’t you tell me who you are, and where my cousin is, before I
take those shears away from you and do something nasty with them,”
he added ominously.

The woman examined him
intently, as though divining his very soul, then lowered the
shears. Her manner shifted abruptly. “I’m sorry; it’s just that
we’re a little isolated up here. So when I see a stranger poking
around in the gardens, I get sort of paranoid. My name’s Jenna,”
she said, offering Jordan her calloused hand. “We—my brother Tobias
and I—live here with your cousin.”

Jordan took her hand,
noting the dirt under her nails and the firmness of her grip as he
shook it. “Is everything all right with Maggie?” he asked with
concern.

“Oh, she’s fine. She’s
behind the house taking care of her animals.” Jenna pointed past
the house with the shears.

“Still picking up every
injured creature for miles around and nursing them back to health?”
he asked with a smile.

“Yes,” Jenna answered,
returning his grin. “Why don’t I take you back to see her?” She led
him around bushes and patches of flowers toward the back of the
house. As they passed the building, a dark-haired figure detached
itself from some nearby trees and stepped in front of
them.

The stranger was a
muscular young man, wearing worn jeans and beat-up boots. His skin
was also tanned a deep brown, and his features were similar to
Jenna’s, but whereas her hair was light blond, his was a mop of
raven black. He held a hoe in his hands lengthwise, his stance
making it clear that he did not plan to let them pass.

“Who’s this?” he demanded.
“We shouldn’t be letting strangers up here right now.”

“Don’t be an ass, Tobias,”
Jenna muttered. “This is the person Maggie has been expecting: her
cousin Jordan.”

“Oh,” the young man said,
nonplussed. He moved slightly out of the way, then stopped. “You’re
sure it’s him?”

“As sure as you can be
about anything these days. Come on,” she said, brushing past her
brother and motioning for Jordan to follow. Tobias remained where
he was as the two of them passed.

“How can Maggie be
expecting me? I didn’t know myself until a few hours ago that I was
coming here,” Jordan asked curiously, as they rounded the corner of
the building.

“It’s not my place to
explain,” she answered, as they entered the gardens behind the
cabin. A woman with long, red hair stood with her back to them a
few yards away. She wore jeans and a denim shirt with the sleeves
rolled up, and was placing a small animal in one of several wooden
hutches in front of her. “Maggie will explain everything,” Jenna
assured him, then turned and walked back toward the front of the
house.

Jordan stood still for
several minutes, watching Maggie as she moved among the hutches,
crouching down and tending to the animals. When he finally got the
nerve to approach her, she stopped talking to whatever creature was
in the cage before her and straightened.

She turned around, looking
up at him. She was exactly as he remembered: her sparkling,
friendly, azure eyes, the tanned skin of her face showing only a
few age lines. Her hair, bathed in the morning glow of the sun, was
still as brilliant as ever, with not a streak of gray.

“Welcome home,” she
whispered, placing her hands gently on either side of his cheeks.
She showed no surprise.

The next moment, he was on
his knees, his head pressed against her waist, her hands stroking
the back of his head, as his body heaved with deep sobs—cries of
despair without tears.

“I know,” she soothed him.
“The darkness returned, but I’ll help you fight it again—I
promise.”

. . . .

They sat in Maggie’s
parlor, looking out on the front gardens—Jordan in an old-fashioned
rocking chair, Maggie in a big wicker chair, her feet tucked up
under her. She sipped her tea, quietly watching Jordan, who stared
morosely at his own mug. Neither had said a word since they came in
from the garden.

Jordan rocked, gazing into
the cup, his mind lost in childhood memories. Finally he raised his
head, glancing at Maggie, then at the room around them. It was a
small room, an offshoot of the main living room. The side and front
walls were mostly glass, providing a panoramic view of the gardens.
The room was suffused with the aroma of drying herbs, which hung in
small bundles from the wooden rafters above. The odors of thyme,
sage, and garlic were particularly strong. Small silver wind chimes
dangled from several places in the room. Still more hung outside,
the morning breeze caressing them, their soft music echoing into
the parlor.

Jordan glanced back down
at his mug. He dipped a finger into the tea, then tasted the tepid
liquid. “Chamomile?” he asked.

“Among other things. I
thought it might help soothe your nerves,” she responded, taking a
sip.

“You know what’s happened,
don’t you?” he asked, resigned.

She lowered her cup,
gazing at him sadly. “Yes,” she sighed. “I’d prayed it wouldn’t
come to this.”

Jordan’s hand was shaking,
the tea lapping out of the cup and onto his leg. “Are you with
them? Do you serve them?” he questioned her.

Maggie looked horrified.
She set down her cup on a table next to her chair and leaned
forward, resting her hand on Jordan’s. “No, by the light, Jordan,
no. I have never served them, nor will I. I stand in opposition to
their very existence and all that it entails.”

“Good. I just needed to
know you were still with me.”

“I’ve always been with
you, Jordan. I was with you when they took you after your death. I
was the one who showed you the path out of their realm, who helped
you drive their creations from your mind.” Her eyes glistened. “I
tried to protect you from them as much as possible, but there was
only so much I could do.”

He glanced up to the
ceiling, and the hanging herbs. “So all this—the herbs, gardens,
animals, your little luck charms—they’re more than hobbies, aren’t
they? You’re a witch or something, right?”

She leaned back in her
chair. “If I was, would it matter to you?”

“If you’re still the same
person who raised me, then no. As long as you’re not like them,
that’s all that matters. But I think you need to explain some
things to me.”

Maggie sighed. “There were
things I hoped I would never have to tell you, but now that’s not
possible. Before I begin, tell me what’s happened to you since the
alley, and how much you know—or think you know.”

Jordan nodded. “When they
took me into them—the Mondragoran—they told me that I was always
meant to be their Child of Shadows. They said that my mother and
father had been their followers and the purpose behind my creation
was to help them destroy the wards that protect this world from
them. After I drove their creatures out of my mind, I returned
home. When I arrived, I found that Elizabeth had joined
them.”

Maggie nodded
sympathetically, but did not interrupt, as he continued. “She tried
to capture me, with the help of a demon, but I managed to escape. I
tried hiding at the bookstore where I work, but my boss discovered
me. It turned out, by some perverse twist of fate, that my boss,
Paul Dugan, was really into the occult and also knew about the
Mondragoran. He agreed to help me fight them, and took me to see a
friend of his. This friend is supposedly an immortal. He calls
himself Darien, but his name was once St.-Germain.”

Maggie raised her
eyebrows, but remained silent. “Darien performed some tests on me
with amulets. As near as he could tell, I’m some form of undead—he
said it was called a ‘revenant.’ He also said my birthmark might be
some kind of protective ward, but he wasn’t sure what it was meant
to protect against.” Maggie nodded, motioning for him to
continue.

“We were attacked at
Darien’s home by demons and humans working for a psychopath called
Lord William Ackerman. Apparently, he’s the high priest for the
Mondragoran. We managed to escape from them—Dugan, Darien, and
myself—after defeating most of them. We were hiding in an abandoned
church last night—” Jordan hesitated, the pain welling up once
more— “but they found us again and attacked. Dugan was killed, and
Darien sacrificed himself destroying a demon so that I could
escape.”

Jordan took a long swallow
from his mug. “I took Dugan’s truck and just drove. I didn’t even
realize I was coming here until I crossed the state line. I had
nowhere else to go.”

“Do you know how this Lord
Ackerman was able to find you?”

“I think so. Back at the
church, Darien said that the creature that attacked us was a
tracking demon. He gave me this amulet.” Jordan reached into his
shirt, pulling the pendant out to show it to Maggie. “He called it
a Druid’s Glass. It’s supposed to conceal me from anyone using
magic to locate me.”

“And it will,” she
remarked, reaching out to touch the pendant, then leaning back in
her chair again. “That artifact is extremely powerful. It’s an
impressive gift.”

“Yeah, I guess Darien
didn’t want it to go to waste when he knew he was going to kill
himself.” Jordan fingered the pendant, then suddenly threw his
empty mug across the room, where it shattered in a corner. “Damn
it! Why didn’t he let me help him? He shouldn’t have died; no one
should have died for me!”

“I’m sure your friend did
what he had to,” Maggie offered. “I never met St.-Germain, but I
knew of him. He was a very knowledgeable and powerful sorcerer and
he wouldn’t have done what he did unless there was no other option.
You are the key, Jordan; the Mondragoran need you to shatter the
Foundations. Without you, they cannot succeed in the conquest of
this world. They’ve poured too much of their power into
you.”

“So you know about the
Foundations, too?” It was more accusation than question.

“Yes—about them, and other
things.” Maggie uncurled herself from the chair. “There’s a lot I
never told you because I hoped that you would never need to know
the whole truth. It was a foolish dream, and I may have made your
suffering worse because of it, but I thought I was doing the right
thing.”

“Maggie, you have to tell
me everything now.”


 Chapter Twenty

The sky outside darkened
with encroaching clouds, and the temperature in the parlor seemed
to drop perceptibly. Maggie took one last swallow of her tea,
placing the cup back on the table. “You asked me if I was a witch,”
she began slowly. “While one could argue over the precise
definition—witch, sorceress—they’re just different labels for a
woman who practices magic. And that is what I am.”

“But there have to be
differences. What about philosophies? Or whether the magic is black
or white?” Jordan interrupted.

“Oh, there are most
certainly differences in philosophies, and in the manner an
individual goes about gathering and controlling the necessary
energies in order to practice magic successfully. But those are
more a matter of personal choice than you might think.”

“You’re saying that all
magic is basically the same?”

“In a way, yes,” Maggie
answered, slipping off her sandals and drawing her legs back onto
the chair. “At its most basic, magic is simply the manipulation of
energy. All magical energy, on a fundamental level, is the same;
how it is used and what it achieves are the only differences. Let
me give you an example. Suppose two different people are sending
information over the internet: one is using the technology to
broadcast child pornography, the other to offer free samples of a
new AIDS drug. They are using the same energy for two entirely
different purposes, but their purposes do not change the essential
quality of the medium.”

“What about herbs and
potions, and other magical stuff?”

“Sometimes they’re
necessary, but not for the reasons you might think. The items
themselves are not magic; the energy is all around us and within
us. The stuff, as you call it, simply helps create a more conducive
environment for accessing the power. The more adept a practitioner
of the arts becomes, the fewer items he or she needs to help feel
or see the energy.”

“But what about Darien’s
Druid Glass? Are you saying it’s not magical?” Jordan asked
worriedly, expecting demons to burst into the room at any
moment.

“No, it is most certainly
magical—strong magic indeed. But the object is enchanted because
several powerful Druids focused their mystical energy into the
amulet and then bound it there. The Druid’s Glass is magical
because it contains the energy of the Druids who made
it.

“Potions and alchemy are a
little different,” she added. “Your friend Darien would know much
more about that than I would. And you should be aware that this
reasoning doesn’t apply to creatures like demons, or the
Mondragoran; they’re intrinsically evil, just as there are
intrinsically good creatures who oppose them. But humans are not
created either good or evil. They therefore choose when they
practice magic to achieve a given end.”

“Of course, I’m not human
anymore, am I?” Jordan interrupted.

“No, that’s true,” Maggie
replied sadly. “But you have your free will, something few
magically-created creatures possess, so the moral decisions are
still yours to make.” She rose from her chair and padded over to
the window, glancing out at the garden. “Anyway, the point of my
ramblings was to lead up to what I am: a sorceress who practices
magic in a positive way.” She turned back to him. “Put simply, I’m
a white witch.

“My parents were members
of a coven called the Order of the Crystal Prism. The Order was
composed of many different types of magic users; the only common
factor was that all the members believed in using magic to better
our world. Although the coven was small—no more than fifty members
at any given time—it had existed for centuries. And over that time
it had come to learn about the Mondragoran and its followers.
Eventually, it became a major tenet of the Order to do everything
within its power to disrupt the plans of the Mondragoran. By the
time I became a member, in my early twenties, the battle between
the Order of the Crystal Prism and the Children of Shadows had been
waged for as long as any living member could remember.”

“So where do I come in?”
Jordan asked.

Maggie looked at him
sadly. “About now. I had been with the order for five years,
becoming one of its most powerful members despite my youth. They
said I had a natural affinity for the power—and then a terrible
plan of the Mondragoran was discovered. Our leaders learned that
the Mondragoran required their highest adepts to perform abominable
rites of magic with demons. The purpose was to create a human child
who would ultimately be capable of tapping fully into the terrible
power of the Mondragoran.”

“That’s because normal
humans couldn’t channel their power without being
destroyed?”

“Essentially, yes. How did
you know?” Maggie asked curiously.

“It’s just something Dugan
or Darien mentioned, when I asked about the Mondragoran’s reference
to their ‘failed servants.’ It seems that at some point either
their power kills their servants or they lose control of
them.”

“Our leaders discovered
that the energy of the Mondragoran differs from the energy that
exists in our universe and within us,” Maggie explained, laying a
hand against her chest. “The Mondragoran are alien to our reality,
so when they pour too much of their energy into a human or animal,
it destroys the creature or mutates it to a point beyond which they
can no longer direct it to their purposes.”

“And that’s why their past
attempts to take control of this world eventually
failed.”

“Right. As long as the
Foundations are in place, they can’t affect anything on this world
unless someone else allows them to. That’s why they need people to
serve them freely. Even then, they can instill only so much power
into their followers.”

“So they needed something
different, and I was it.”

“Apparently, the
Mondragoran reasoned that if they created a being with both demonic
and human DNA, infused with their primal energy at the moment of
its conception, such a person would be able to fully accept their
power later in life. By the time the coven learned of the
Mondragoran’s plan, it had already been carried out.”

“So what happened
next?”

“The leaders of the Order
were at a loss. You were already four years old by the time they
became aware of the Mondragoran’s scheme, and they believed this
plan had a greater chance of success than any the Dark Lords had
previously concocted. In its desperation, the coven decided on a
terrible strategy, born of fear: to destroy the Child of Shadows
before he could ever come to his power—to utterly wipe from the
face of the world both him and his parents.”

“The car accident, when I
was a child—the coven was responsible for that?” Jordan muttered in
surprise.

“Yes. The coven decided to
join its powers together, bending the laws of probability around
you and your family that day. They created a moment in time when
the only thing that could occur for each of you was your
death.”

“Did you help
them?”

“There were some heated
arguments over the plan; I was one of just a few who opposed it.
But when the vote of the Order went against us, I was the only one
who refused to take part. I sat at home, miles away from the Coven,
while they warped the skein of fate, reaching out to kill you and
your family. I had no trouble attempting to kill your parents—they
were truly evil—but you weren’t. You were a helpless child. I could
not justify the means to the end. I felt that the action the Order
chose was no better than something the followers of the Mondragoran
might have done.”

“But you couldn’t do
anything to stop them?”

“Not directly, but I did
what I could.” Curious, Jordan sat forward in his chair. “As I
said, I was one of their most powerful members. When their attack
struck your family’s car and sent it careening over a cliff, I
trailed my energy after theirs. From this very room, I embraced you
with my aura at the crucial moment; I kept you alive.”

“My god, you saved me from
them,” Jordan exclaimed. “What did they do to you?”

She laughed—a sound
without humor and filled with rancor. “I’ll never know, Jordan.
Within minutes after your family was killed, the Mondragoran
located the origin of the mystical attack, and their followers
projected their own energies toward the source. The area was razed;
no one survived, including my parents. That day, we both became
orphans.”

Jordan placed a hand on
her knee. “I’m sorry you had to make that sacrifice for me,
Maggie.”

“Don’t be,” she replied,
patting his hand. “I didn’t make a sacrifice, exactly. I don’t
believe that any of the Coven deserved to die that day, but what
they tried to do never should have been attempted.”

“So what did you do after
that? How did you find me?”

“After I knew you were
safe, I withdrew my energy as quickly as possible. Originally, it
was so the Order would not discover what I had done. But it was
also probably the only reason the Mondragoran never learned of me.
My residual energy pattern was already growing faint when they
launched their attack; they must have assumed that when they hit
the Coven, they got everyone. And except for me, they
did.

“Afterward, I was in
shock. But within a few days, I realized that I couldn’t just climb
into myself and hide; I had a responsibility to you, and to the
world. I had forged a weak spiritual link with you that day, and I
assumed that if I went to California, where the accident had
occurred, I might be able to locate you. After God knows how many
trips to hospitals and group homes, I finally found you. With a lot
of charm and a little coercive magic, I convinced the local child
service agencies to turn you over to your only living
relative.”

“But there isn’t really
any relation between us, is there?” he asked dejectedly.

“In blood, I’m afraid
not.” She gripped his hand. “But in love, I promise you there
is.”

“So then you brought me
back here?”

“Yes. And the night you
arrived was also the night you received your birthmark.” She smiled
at him wearily. “It’s probably the single most powerful ward I ever
created. It was meant to serve only one purpose, but an important
one: to hide you from the Mondragoran and from any other magical
being or practitioner of the arts. As far as such creatures or
individuals would be concerned, you wouldn’t exist.”

“But it wasn’t designed to
hide me after death, was it?”

“No, I’d always assumed
they wanted you alive. It never occurred to me that they needed you
dead before they could make use of your unique heritage. When your
body died and your soul became separated, the ward could no longer
conceal you.”

“You knew when I was
killed, though, didn’t you?”

“Yes, the night you died,
I felt your passing, thanks to the link we formed. When your life
force began to leave this reality, I felt that it was being drawn
toward them. I woke Jenna and Tobias, and with their energy to help
anchor me to this world, I followed you into the Mondragoran,
trailing behind on an infinitesimal thread of light.”

“So you were the one who
led my soul back to my body, and then helped me drive out those
things chewing into my mind.”

She nodded. “The
Mondragoran were trying to meld more of their essence into your
soul, so that when you returned to your body, you would be nothing
but an extension of them here on Earth. I had to do something.
After I helped you escape, those parasites followed you, climbing
into your mind, trying to stop you from becoming yourself again. It
really only took a little push to help you force them out.
Unfortunately, when you raised the barriers to drive the creatures
away, you drove me out as well. Until you arrived here today, I had
no way of contacting you. My only hope was that on some
subconscious level, you would realize I had helped you and come
back here. I told Jenna and Tobias to watch for any
strangers—possibly followers of the Mondragoran, but most of all
for you.”

She leaned forward and
hugged him fiercely. “I just wanted you to have a chance. I thought
if I kept you hidden and allowed you to grow up as a normal human
being, without all the magical trappings, everything would work out
for the best. Until a few days ago,” she whispered, “I thought I
had succeeded.”

Jordan rose, gently
disengaging himself from Maggie’s embrace. He crossed to the window
as it began to rain. Large drops of water struck the panes, running
down them in rivulets. He traced the vertical streams with his
fingers.

“And all these years you
managed to keep this hidden from me.”

“It wasn’t that hard,
actually. Most of the magic I perform comes from within me; I
seldom require a lot of shiny baubles or fancy equipment. I suppose
the only magic I’ve consistently engaged in over the years has gone
into my gardens.”

Jordan turned to her with
a grin. “It’s funny you should say that. When I came through the
front garden, I noticed that there were an awful lot of plants in
bloom for this time of the year.”

She returned his smile.
“What can I say? I like the smell of flowers all year
round.”

Jordan motioned to the
back rooms. “So what’s the deal with the hippie chick—Jenna?—and
her grumpy brother?” he inquired flippantly.

“I’d watch how you speak
to Jenna,” Maggie admonished him. “She has a bit of a temper, as
does her brother.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean
anything by it; it’s just that our introduction was a
little...abrupt. She and her brother seem to care about
you.”

“Yes, they do.” She rose
and stood beside him, both of them watching the gentle rainfall. “A
few years back, I discovered that some relatives of the Coven were
alive. You see, many people can learn magic, like any skill, but
only a few become truly proficient at it. I decided to seek out
those relatives and see if I could teach them their heritage. I
suppose it was my idea of penance. Anyway, Jenna and Tobias were
the only ones with any power who wanted to learn the path I
offered. They have both proved to be exceptional in their strength
and understanding of the Arts.”

“So you kind of started
your own Hogwarts?”

“Not quite,” she
laughed.

“I don’t suppose you’ve
got room for one more? He’s house-broken, but he’s got a lot to
learn.”

Maggie glanced up, tears
in her eyes. “I think we can manage just one more. Why don’t you
come to the kitchen and help me prepare lunch? Tobias and Jenna
have been working in the vegetable gardens. Now that it’s raining,
they’ll be coming in, and I’m sure they’ll be hungry.”

“Sure,” Jordan agreed,
following her out of the parlor and into the kitchen, and feeling
that he was truly back home.



Chapter Twenty-One

Over the next week,
Jordan’s life returned to something approaching normal.

After the first day,
Tobias offered Jordan his room, moving in with his sister, so that
Jordan could have a little privacy. Jordan accepted his offer, in
return assisting Jenna and Tobias in maintaining the gardens and
the small fields of crops surrounding the cabin.

Maggie had explained that
her method of manipulating magical energy required that the user
understand the natural order of the world. She felt that the best
way to do this was to be in constant touch with the
Earth—literally. Not only did the crops provide a good portion of
their food—the herb gardens also serving medicinal and magical
needs—but, according to Maggie, maintaining the crops and gardens
created a spiritual connection between her protégés and their
world. This connection enabled them to better access and shape the
mystical energies around them.

The daily routine of her
students, therefore, became his routine. They would rise at
daybreak (no longer difficult for Jordan, since he did not have to
sleep), work through the day, then relax for the evening. In the
afternoons, Jenna and Tobias would practice whatever assignments
Maggie had given them. Jordan did not intrude, instead using his
time to discuss the nature of magic with Maggie, or simply
attempting to enjoy life again with walks in the
gardens.

Jordan had hoped to learn
more about the Foundations from Maggie, but was disappointed to
discover that she did not know much about them. Her knowledge came
solely from what little she’d been told by the Coven Elders. Like
Darien, Maggie had no idea where any of the Foundations were
placed. However, the Elders had told her that the wards numbered
between twenty and twenty-two. The Elders also believed that at
least eight of the wards were in North America. Before they were
massacred, the Coven had been in the process of discovering the
exact location of the wards, but they had never had the opportunity
to finish.

Maggie knew only two other
details concerning the Foundations. First, they were made of alien
energies, not of this universe or reality. The Elders believed a
force from another reality must have constructed them. They did not
know the nature of the creatures that had erected the wards, but
they believed they must have been basically positive beings whose
power was on par with that of the Mondragoran. Why they chose to
place the wards on this world remained a mystery.

The Elders had also
imparted to Maggie, after studying what little material they could
locate about the Mondragoran and the wards, that the defenses were
interdependent upon one another. Each part was necessary for the
whole: a magical gestalt, as it were. This meant that if any ward
were destroyed, the others would be weakened. If enough were
destroyed, the whole system would collapse. The Elders were
uncertain how many wards were necessary to maintain the system’s
basic integrity.

Maggie had never attempted
to discover the whereabouts of the Foundations, and was not sure
how to locate them. More to the point, she didn’t believe it was a
good idea to locate them. As long as no one knew where they were,
the wards were safe from tampering. Jordan saw no reason to argue
with her, and that was the last time they discussed that
topic.

Over the next few days,
Maggie taught Jordan how to see the patterns of magical energy that
existed in the objects around them—animate or inanimate, great or
small. She revealed everything from the fine weave of power that
might cling briefly to a blade of grass, only to drift off into the
ether, to the ponderous elemental energies that resided deep within
the mountains around them. Gradually, Jordan began to see a beauty
in the world that he never would have realized without his new
form. Though he wouldn’t have chosen his current state, he was
learning to appreciate aspects of it.

Unlike Jenna and Tobias,
who had to learn to distinguish the mystical energies about them,
identifying and unraveling the complex patterns, Jordan could
already see and separate them with his new senses. All he needed to
understand was how to manipulate them more readily. He’d already
had a few successes, the most dramatic being the turning of Simon’s
paralysis spell against him. But now that the crisis was past, he
had no idea exactly how he’d done it. Maggie attempted to teach
Jordan to control and direct the energies within and around him on
a more conscious level, instead of relying on crude emotions to
channel his powers.

Maggie made it clear that
she felt the job of those with such powers was to maintain the
status quo. It was not their duty to stalk the followers of evil,
but to be ready to act when such individuals moved against the
world. She believed that fate, in some kind of karmatic slap in the
face, had punished the Coven for their use of the same methods
employed by the Mondragoran when they attempted to kill Jordan and
his parents. Jordan did not agree with any of this, but had no
intention of confronting Maggie on the subject.

So with each passing day,
he continued to learn, and when he lay down each night, allowing
his mind to drift into a state mimicking sleep—the best the dead
could hope to achieve—the dark dreams and desires that had been
welling up within him before his arrival remained quiescent. For
the time being, he was at peace.

. . . .

“Shit,” Jordan exclaimed
as he stumbled over another furrow in the field, spilling most of
the carrots and potatoes from the heavy basket clutched in his
hands. He dropped the thick wicker-banded container onto the
ground, bending down and tossing the vegetables back into
it.

“Getting tired?” Jenna
asked, pulling carrots from the ground and placing them in her own
basket. The sun shone brightly off of the long braid running down
her back.

“Just annoyed by my own
clumsiness,” Jordan answered. “I don’t really get tired any more,
at least not physically.”

“Must be nice,” she
commented, wiping the sweat from her forehead with a dirt-encrusted
forearm.

“Yeah, well, being undead
has some benefits. Who knows, maybe I should start my own little
fraternity. I could have infomercials. I can see it now,” he
remarked wryly, gesturing in the air. “‘Feeling tired and run down?
We’ve got just the thing to pick you up—death. Be all that you can
be; become a corpse.’”

Jenna smiled thinly,
standing up and brushing the dirt from her loose-fitting tan
sundress. “You sir, have a warped sense of humor.”

“All the better to help me
handle the curve balls life started throwing me
recently.”

“You seem to be doing
fairly well, considering. I’m surprised someone in your position
isn’t wallowing in a little more self-pity.”

“I tried it before I got
here. I didn’t like the taste it left in my mouth.”

She nodded, moving closer
to him. She glanced at his bare, pale chest, the pendant hanging
over his heart, then looked into his eyes. “You know, you might be
fooling Maggie, but you don’t fool me.”

“What do you mean?” he
asked, taken aback.

“I know what you’re going
to do after you think you’ve learned enough from Maggie. You’re
going to go after them. You’re going to make them pay for what they
did to you and your friends.”

“How could you possibly
know that? I’ve never said anything.”

“I’ve listened to your
questions. You keep coming back around to how magical energy can be
used to disrupt or control other energy patterns, to subdue people,
even maim them. The only thing you haven’t asked—yet—is how it’s
used to kill.”

“And that bothers
you?”

“Actually, no.” She smiled
at his look of surprise. “You thought I was going to tell Maggie,
didn’t you?”

“Well, at first I thought
you were going to suggest that I was a threat to Maggie—or that I
served the Mondragoran. I only just realized that wasn’t what you
meant. I hadn’t had time to consider what you’d say
next.”

She shook her head,
removing her work gloves and tossing them in her basket. “No, I
know you love Maggie. I see it in your eyes. Just like I see the
hatred whenever you talk about the Mondragoran. I understand that
you have to constantly resist the corruption they polluted your
soul with—but, no, I don’t believe you would ever willingly serve
them.”

“Then what’s the point of
this conversation?”

“I just wanted you to know
I understand. I’m not saying I’ve dealt with the kinds of things
that have happened to you, because I haven’t. It was my grandfather
who died the day the Coven was destroyed. I hadn’t even been born
yet. But I have learned what evil is, and I believe we should fight
against it. And unlike Maggie, I think you have to take the battle
to it sometimes. You can’t always wait to act. Tobias is the one
who agrees with Maggie’s philosophy, not me.”

“Do you think she knows
how I feel?”

“Oh, probably; she’s not
stupid, you know. But I’m sure she hopes that you’ll channel your
anger in another way.”

“And you
don’t?”

“I’m betting the rage
burning in your soul is going to require a lot more than time to be
extinguished.”

Jordan stared at her for a
moment, searching for a response. “Can I be blunt with
you?”

“Be my guest,” she
replied, placing her hands on her hips.

“Why the hell aren’t you
scared of me? I’m a walking corpse, for God’s sake. I contain
within me the potential to bring Armageddon to this world, but that
doesn’t seem to faze you. I can understand Maggie not being afraid.
She raised me, she remembers how I was. Tobias is uneasy around me,
though he tries to hide it, but that makes sense. What is it with
you?”

“What your potential is
and what you choose to be are two different things.” Jenna bent
down to pick up her basket. “Most people who perform magic have one
skill that they’re particularly good at. Mine is looking at the
light in people’s souls. Despite what’s been done to you, I saw a
lot of goodness in you when we met that first day. I don’t think
you’re going to roll over and embrace the darkness.” She turned
away and started walking toward the house. “In fact,” she called
over her shoulder, “I’m betting you’ll give it a good kick in the
teeth.”

His eyes following her
retreating figure and the sway of her hips in her cotton dress,
Jordan realized something: he liked this girl. He hefted his basket
and followed her to the house, whistling idly as he caught up with
her.

In a few minutes, they
were at the edge of the small field and passing through the gate to
the rear gardens and the cabin. As they stepped into the gardens,
Jordan noticed a peculiar odor in the air. He stopped, wondering
where he’d encountered the musky, sour scent before.

“What is it?” Jenna
asked.

“Nothing, I guess. I was
just wondering what that smell was.”

“What smell? I can’t
smell—” She screamed suddenly, dropping the basket and falling to
the ground, clutching her face.

Jordan tossed his basket
aside, throwing himself beside her, grasping her wrists as she
continued clutching her face and screaming in agony.

“What’s wrong?” he
yelled.

“Oh god, the pain,” she
sobbed. “My face, it feels like it’s been crushed.”

“There’s nothing the
matter with your face, Jenna. You’re all right,” he said
soothingly, laying his palm against her tear-stained
cheek.

She stopped sobbing as
suddenly as she had started, confused. “The pain—it’s gone, just
like that. I don’t understand. What happened?”

From the cabin, another
scream erupted. “Maggie!” Jordan yelled, bolting toward the house.
As he ran, the origin of the odor dawned on him. He’d first smelled
it in his kitchen, when he was struggling for his life, against a
demon—Choronzon.

. . . .

“Here you go, fuzz-butt,”
Tobias muttered, sliding a small bowl of sliced fruit and
vegetables into the third of eight elevated hutches before him. As
he closed and latched the wire door, a young raccoon, a bandage
around most of its front right leg, crept forward and began
sampling the offered tidbits.

“Soon you’ll be as good as
new. Then you can go back home, you little trouble-maker. But in
the future, you’d better not antagonize porcupines.” He moved on to
the next hutch. Inside was a small rabbit with only one back leg.
Tobias and Jenna had found it in the woods during one of their
walks. They’d brought it, barely alive, to Maggie’s and nursed it
back to health. Fearing that it might not survive in the wild,
they’d kept it as the only permanent resident of Maggie’s animal
hospital.

Tobias reached into the
potato sack on the ground by his feet, extracting some corn husks
and a couple of carrots. “Here you go, Peggy,” he said, sliding
them into the hutch. The rabbit hopped forward and began crunching
on the vegetables. Tobias stroked her neck ruff for a moment, then
closed the cage door.

“Excuse me, I was
wondering if you could help me?” a soft and unfamiliar female voice
inquired. Startled, Tobias jerked his head around.

A petite young woman stood
a few feet away. She was dressed in tight black jeans with a
matching black denim jacket and tan hiking boots that looked brand
new. Through the opening in her unbuttoned jacket, he noticed the
pleasant swell of pert breasts under a plain white T-shirt. The
cool afternoon breeze played gently with her dark, shoulder-length
hair. He swallowed hard as he looked into her deep blue eyes. “How
can I help?”

“I ran into some car
trouble back on the main road. I was wondering if you had a phone
so I could call a tow truck or something. My cell’s not working.”
She stepped closer, and the breeze carried the sweet scent of her
perfume.

Motioning toward the back
of the house, Tobias muttered, “Ah, sure, we’ve got a phone
inside.”

“Oh good, that will make
things so much easier for me and my friend.”

“Your friend?”

“Oh yes, let me introduce
you,” she remarked casually, motioning behind him.

Tobias never truly saw the
demon. Before he had a chance to focus on it, its talons ripped
across his face. One powerful, razor-sharp claw ruptured both of
his eyes almost simultaneously. A second tore off his nose, sending
it spiraling away in a spray of blood. It bounced in the grass
before stopping. The third talon broke his jaw, shearing through
both of his cheeks. Tobias fell to his knees in agony, emitting a
choked wail. The woman stepped up behind his huddled form, swiftly
bending down and plunging a previously concealed dagger into the
middle of his back. She twisted the blade a few times—Tobias
convulsed with each rotation—then stood up and moved away as he
fell lifeless onto his side.

Maggie emerged from the
back of the cabin with another bowl of fruit, just as Tobias
toppled over. She dropped the bowl to the ground, screaming in
shock and rage, as she saw the woman, dripping dagger still in
hand, and the demon standing over Tobias’s body.

Maggie extended her right
hand. A torrent of sparkling blue fire erupted from it, striking
the demon directly in the chest, knocking it off its feet and
propelling it backward. The monster crashed through two empty
hutches. Amid a shower of splintered wood and mangled wire, it
slammed into the trunk of a large oak tree. Maggie screamed out an
ancient phrase, and the thick-limbed tree suddenly shuddered with
life. Its gnarled boughs reached down, wrapping themselves around
the insect-like demon, pinning it against the rough trunk. The
limbs encoiling the creature began to squeeze, and small fractures
erupted along the demon’s body. A watery, luminescent fluid oozed
from the cracks along its constricted exoskeleton. The liquid began
to drip from the ensnared creature and onto the grass around the
base of the tree.

Maggie raised her other
hand toward the woman, who reached into her jacket and withdrew a
snub-nosed pistol. She brought the weapon to bear upon Maggie, as a
powerful gale began to swirl around the white sorceress. Maggie
channeled the power of the winds down the length of her arm, and
with the force of a miniature tornado they streamed toward the
woman.

The dark-haired woman
successfully fired two rounds before the torrent hit her. The force
of the wind pounded her to the ground, knocking the knife from her
grasp and snapping her left arm below the elbow. The pistol was
sent tumbling yards away, disappearing within a clump of bushes. As
she slammed backward into the earth, the breath was knocked from
her, several ribs cracking from the force of the impact.

Though her aim was off,
the woman’s bullets still struck their target. The first punched
through Maggie’s left hip, exiting near her tail bone. The second
slammed into her left bicep, lodging itself in the bone. The force
of the projectiles spun her around, and she fell to the ground face
first, bleeding and unconscious.

Groaning, the woman
staggered to her feet, clutching her broken arm. Meanwhile, the
demon, still pinned against the great oak, managed to plunge the
tips of its talons deep into the sides of the tree trunk. Pale
wisps of yellowish smoke emerged from around the punctures. The
tree shuddered violently, then suddenly released the bleeding demon
from its crushing embrace. Its limbs fell away, hanging loosely.
The bark around the wounds rapidly developed a mottled, gangrenous
hue, which spread throughout the rest of its massive trunk. By the
time the demon stepped away, the tree was quite dead.

The woman reached down and
retrieved her dagger. Together she and the demon advanced on
Maggie’s prone form.

“Get away from her!”
Jordan screamed, emerging behind the demon from the cover of the
surrounding foliage. Both turned to face him, ignoring Maggie for
the moment.

“It’s me you want,
mother-fuckers, so why don’t you come get me!”

Jordan attempted to
control his rage—he must think clearly. If he made even one
mistake, they would kill everyone. “Come on, Choronzon, don’t you
want to play with me?” he baited the demon. “Or are you afraid you
might get another poke in the eye?”

The creature emitted a
hellish chittering noise and sprang toward Jordan. Its thin
scarecrow legs easily propelled it across the distance between
them. It landed a few paces from Jordan, its long arms grasping for
him. But the demon’s inhuman speed was slowed by its wounds. Jordan
darted under its arms and slammed his elbow into the demon’s lower
back. There was a wet, crunching noise, and a large section of the
monster’s already weakened carapace caved inward. It tumbled
forward with a screech of pain, falling onto its knees, its
outstretched arms preventing it from crashing to the
ground.

Jordan lunged for the
monster’s exposed back, but the demon’s barbed tail lashed out,
catching Jordan in the torso. The tip of the stinger ripped across
his bare chest, the force of the blow propelling him
backward.

Jordan quickly sprang to
his feet again. He was surprised to see blood pouring from the deep
wound across his chest. He wondered if he was more prone to injury
from supernatural creatures, as the blood ran down his middle,
painting his stomach in a swath of red.

The demon spun around,
facing Jordan once more. One taloned hand clutched its lower back,
and ichor coursed down its side. It wobbled unsteadily on its feet,
tilting ever so slightly back and forth. Its wicked tail arched
over its head, poised to strike.

“I’m not as easy as
before, am I?” Jordan spat, motioning it toward him with both
hands. “Come on, you Aliens reject, let’s see what you’re made
of!”

Something struck him in
the back of the neck. Jordan caught the glint of an object
protruding below his chin. Glancing down, he saw the tip of knife
jutting out from his throat. Momentarily distracted, he scarcely
had time to react as Choronzon sprang for him again. Ignoring the
knife, Jordan threw himself flat onto the ground. The demon missed
him, passing over Jordan’s prone form.

Jordan climbed to his
feet, reaching behind his neck and grasping the hilt of the dagger.
He pulled it out in one deft motion, feeling it slide through his
vocal cords. He stood half-crouched, facing the dark-haired woman
and the demon. Jordan tried to shout “fuck you,” but all that came
out was a gurgling wheeze, followed by a small splatter of blood
from the gaping wound in his neck. He waved at the demon with the
dagger instead, smiling like a bloody jester, hoping to draw it
into another attack.

The creature’s body tensed
as it prepared to leap, but the woman yelled, “No! There’s another
way.” The demon stopped. “Look into him; the shields around his
mind are weak. Join with me now and we’ll finish this.”

The two stared intently at
him, demon and woman, living tools of the Mondragoran. Jordan
returned their glares, meeting the cold severity of the human’s and
the alien liquid blue of the demon’s gaze. Suddenly, the gap
between them closed with the speed of thought. Time and space
warped like taffy spun on an otherworldly machine. The woman and
demon seemed to fly toward him, though they never moved. They
tumbled into him, through him, and once more the sanctity of his
mind was violated.

He felt the dark
determination of the woman—he knew her name now, Eve—as she flailed
against his resolve, attempting to break his will. From another
front, he felt the terrible hatred and ferocity of her demonic
companion as it thrust psychic daggers deep into the pain centers
that now functioned only within Jordan’s tortured mind. Jordan fell
to his knees, clutching his head, his screams of agony spiraling
endlessly into his mind. A wet sputter was the only real sound that
escaped from his ruined throat.

They moved quickly. No
sooner did Jordan shore a defense against one, than the other
attacked from a new position. The woman assaulted his logic
centers, attempting to access his belief system, to pull apart the
convictions that had led him to resist the Mondragoran. Meanwhile,
the demon tore into his pain centers, releasing a fiery torment
throughout his body, seeking to reduce Jordan to the feeble
reactions of a trapped and wounded animal. It was an attack as
brutal and insidious as the one in the alley the week before. Only
this time, Maggie wasn’t around to help him drive out the
invaders.

Jordan felt himself
slipping from within as the demon tapped more and more synaptic
relays, drawing out and feeding upon pain beyond imagining. Eve’s
mind darted through an opening in Jordan’s fraying defenses.
Gaining access to his memories, she began to shatter the fragile
bonds that linked his thoughts, his beliefs, his dreams. She was
taking everything from him that made him who he was—he began to
forget. The agony and confusion grew exponentially; he felt a
terrible lethargy seeping once more into his soul. The voices were
returning: All you must do is surrender
and the pain will end. You can find peace in the gentle embrace of
oblivion.

He drifted toward the
inhuman chittering at the edge of the void within his mind...he
looked into the darkness of his soul, the darkness left behind by
the Mondragoran, and he welcomed it.

Eve had almost completed
her work. The Child had virtually ceased to resist her probes. Only
a few more separations and she would have broken apart all his
patterns of thought, the memories, the aspirations. All that made
Jordan Hanson who he was...only a few more walls to tear down, and
he would cease to be.

The demon had forced its
way into almost every pain center in Jordan’s mind, and then
prepared to fire them all at once, to extinguish any hope of
resistance from the Child as Eve began her final
assault.

As he sank into the pit
within him, Jordan looked out from his body. He saw the form of a
woman lying on the grass behind the demon and Eve. Blood surrounded
her. When they are done with you they will
kill her...you may want to die, but why should she pay for your
weakness? A voice not quite his own
whispered from somewhere deep within his ravaged soul.

“No!” he shrieked from the darkness, and his descent stopped. He
reached out with his mind, drawing on what little fortitude he had
remaining. It was too late, he realized, as his thoughts raced to
blockade now nonexistent defenses. The final assault would occur in
the next instant, and it would destroy him—he hadn’t the strength
to stop it.

I can’t let her die! I
won’t let her die!

It began; the demon and
Eve moved as one. In a fraction of a thought, before they shattered
his mind, Jordan reached into the darkness of the void and embraced
his heritage.

Power like nothing he had
felt before overwhelmed him. It poured into him, drowning his
senses. Jordan Hanson was washed away, and something else took his
place.

Choronzon’s attack struck
the pain centers, merging with and activating them
simultaneously...but nothing happened. The demon began a mental
trace for the anomaly, seeking an explanation for the nullification
of its attack. The Child of Shadows’ essence flowed into it. A wave
of night snuffed the demon’s defenses like a candle before the
tide, as the Child ripped through the creature’s mind. The
knowledge the demon had accumulated over a thousand years was
siphoned away. All that was left behind was the agony of a dying
world—a memory of the Mondragoran, a memory belonging to their
Child. The swell of the wave of darkness returned to its source,
and the demon’s knowledge became part of another.

Eve plunged through the
last wall in Jordan’s mind, her exultation turning to despair as
she found herself falling beyond what she believed was Jordan
Hanson’s last defense. Her mind disappeared into the endless void
that was the Child of Shadows’ soul. She was inside it...and then
it was inside her.

She screamed as the ebony
winds of thought tore into her spiraling consciousness, plucking
and pulling, ripping and tearing away, all that she was.
Her third birthday—gone
... the puppy her parents gave
her—gone ... her
first kiss—gone ... the warm summer day when she pushed her dog into
traffic—gone ... the special nights her father came to her room to love
her—gone ... her
introduction to Lord Ackerman—gone
... the glorious ceremonies of
blood—gone ... the wards—gone ...
childhood—gone
... Elizabeth telling them where Maggie
lived—gone ... parents—gone ... college—gone ... gone ... everything
gone. The empty husk of Eve’s gibbering mind continued its endless
descent into the void.

His eyes opened once more
onto the light of day, and he rose from his knees. The demon and
Eve stood before him, still and slack-jawed, the glow of awareness
burned forever from their eyes. A thin trickle of spittle ran down
the woman’s chin.

Dropping the knife, Jordan
stepped closer to them and raised both hands. Unseen lines of power
spiraled from each of his fingers, enveloping the comatose pair.
Slowly they rose from the ground. He turned, and the bodies, bound
in invisible energy, moved with him. He held them suspended over a
small pond next to the cabin. Jordan concentrated on the oily force
of darkness writhing within him—then, with a smile of satisfaction,
he altered the pattern. The ropes of energy elongated, their tips
flowing into the demon and woman, penetrating deeply into every
orifice. He halted the inward flow, tying off the power and
redirecting it, then pulled the pattern of energy from another
direction.

The floating bodies began
to shudder violently. Blue liquid oozed from the demon’s body
cavities, red from Eve’s. The air around them snapped suddenly out
of reality with a soggy squelch as the spell completed itself. When
reality synchronized again, the pair was still suspended in the
air, but the Child’s power had changed them dramatically. Two damp,
glistening, vaguely humanoid shapes of bluish and crimson meat now
floated in the air. He snapped his fingers and the corpses—twisted
inside out—dropped into the pond with a splash.

“Jordan?” a voice
whispered weakly behind him. He turned toward it, a hideous grin on
his face.

Jenna stifled a groan,
stuffing a fist in her mouth, as she looked at him. He was a pale
shadow of the man she’d met the week before, his skin an inhuman
chalk white, the veins pulsating thickly beneath it like dozens of
blue worms twitching in his flesh. His face was devoid of
compassion. But worst of all were his eyes, replaced by two black
orbs like shining obsidian—the mark of the Child of
Shadows.

“Have you come to join
me?” he whispered in a voice that seemed to echo from a tomb. Jenna
felt her legs weaken. She realized that, if he had crossed over to
the Mondragoran, she was no match for him, and the world was
doomed. She tried to look past his physical appearance and into his
soul, desperately searching for the light she once saw there. To
her relief, she found it, but she sensed it was smothering under
the nightmare that he had invoked.

“Listen to me, Jordan,”
she pleaded, “you have to come back. Maggie’s badly hurt, and I
can’t help her on my own. Fight them, for God’s sake! You can’t
give in to them now, or you’ll become what they wanted. All the
people who died and suffered for you will have done so for
nothing!” she choked out, looking back at the crumpled body of her
brother.

Somewhere in the thing
that was not quite the Child of Shadows, but no longer Jordan
Hanson, memories drifted back to the surface—memories of love for
the bleeding woman on the ground, and a desire for revenge against
the Mondragoran. Jordan began to swim sluggishly back to
consciousness. At first there was resistance, but suddenly, as
though the obstacle to his mind sensed his need to help Maggie, the
way was clear and he broke through.

His features softened, the
stark lines receding. The pallor of his skin became less extreme,
and the ebony faded from his eyes until they appeared human once
more.

“Jordan?”

“Yes, I’m here.” He
stumbled toward Maggie. “What can we do for her?”

“Pick her up, carefully,
and bring her inside,” Jenna responded. “She’s losing a lot of
blood, and there are bandages and herbs in the cabin that I can use
to stanch the flow.”

“She’ll need more than
that,” Jordan remarked, gently picking up Maggie.

“Maggie taught me how to
heal. I think I can fix the worst of the damage if we
hurry.”

. . . .

It was after midnight when
Jenna half-walked, half-staggered with exhaustion from the house
into the front gardens. She approached Jordan, who was turned away
from her, staring up into the night sky.

Fearing that the negative
energies churning within him might somehow interfere with her
healing, Jenna had excused him from Maggie’s bedside after they’d
removed the bullet from her arm and cleaned the wounds. He had left
without an argument.

“She’s going to be
alright, I’ve repaired most of the damage. All she needs now is
some rest.”

“I knew before you came
out that she was okay. I felt her life force grow stronger as you
worked with her. Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank
me—I care about her too.”

He nodded. “I dug a grave
for Tobias in the back gardens; it’s a nice spot. I cleaned up his
body and left it—him—by it, in case you wanted to say any last
words.” He paused a moment as she quietly sobbed. “I’ve handled the
mess in the pond also. You won’t have to deal with it.”

Up close, she noticed that
he was wearing the same clothes he’d first arrived in, down to the
worn jeans and the long coat with the tear in the sleeve. “Where
are you going?” she asked, pushing away her pain for the
moment.

“Things have changed for
me again.”

“What do you
mean?”

He turned to face her. “Do
you remember, before the attack, that you said you knew I would go
after them when I had learned enough?” She nodded. “Because of that
attack, not only have I learned enough, but I also have the power
to make use of that knowledge.”

“That kind of power is
born of darkness, Jordan. It’s their power, pure evil. The more you
use it, the harder it will be to know the difference between right
and wrong, good from evil. You’ll slip closer to them each time you
allow yourself to touch it.”

“And if I don’t use it,
they’ll drag me to them anyway.” Jenna remained silent, at a loss
for a response.

“I was inside Eve’s mind,
Jenna. I’ve learned things. I thought I was safe here because of
Darien’s pendant. I was wrong, and Tobias and Maggie paid for my
stupidity. They used Elizabeth to find me. She told them where
Maggie lived, and they sent Eve and the demon here on a hunch. I
can’t hide from them, Jenna; they’ll always find me. And every time
they do, someone will die. I’m not going to let that happen any
more.”

“So what are you going to
do?”

“I’m going to make a house
call on Lord Ackerman.” Jordan paced. “I’ve learned a lot from the
memories of Eve and the demon. I really know how to hurt him now.
When I’m done, I’ll return and check on you and Maggie.”

“How do you even know
where to go?”

“Everything I need to know
is all in here,” he replied, tapping the side of his
head.

He stepped back, placing
his hands into the pockets of his coat. His image suddenly
darkened, becoming hazy and indistinct. The air around his form
warped and twisted as his silhouette seemed to shrink and fold in
upon itself. In the next instant he was gone, leaving only a sour
odor hanging in the cool night air.

Jenna was left alone with
her misery, arms wrapped around her shoulders, crying in the
darkness.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Before him, obscured by
the damp darkness of the final hours of night and surrounded by
trees, was his objective: Ackerman’s citadel. Behind him lay the
mangled bodies of the acolytes unfortunate enough to have been on
guard duty for the evening, along with the dusty remains of a trio
of highly-trained attack dogs.

Jordan had been
disoriented at first, confused to find himself facing a high brick
wall surrounding the grounds of two rambling English mansions,
where before there had been only Maggie’s gardens. The wall proved
to be a minor obstacle; he had scaled it easily and entered the
grounds. For a moment the sheer audacity of what he was about to
attempt almost overwhelmed him, but then he realized that his fears
originated from his human soul, a soul flawed with human frailties.
What he required to succeed in his mission was something more:
power without pity, knowledge without restraint. It was just a
matter of letting go, of accepting what he knew he must. He had
reached toward the darkness within his soul, and upon embracing its
cold heart, all the strength and experience that had remained
dormant until he’d confronted Eve and Choronzon became his once
more. Everything Eve Gilbert and the demon had ever known or been
capable of was his to command. He’d once again gained access to his
other self—the Child of Shadows. The elimination of the guards and
their animals had been a simple matter after that.

With eyes of black
obsidian, a being now far removed from the man known as Jordan
Hanson prepared to enter the sanctuary of Lord William Ackerman.
His stolen memories informed him that the smaller of the two
buildings contained Ackerman’s darkest secrets and greatest
treasures. Stepping out from his hiding place, Jordan strode up to
the front door. He knew that the mansion’s windows would be locked
and the alarms activated. The back and side doors would be
protected in the same manner—but the front door would be free from
any such security devices. After
all, Ackerman had once said to Eve,
if anyone is bold enough to enter through that
door, they would have to deal with the Children almost immediately,
and who would want that? Of course,
Ackerman’s security system rested on the assumption that any
invader would be after him, and therefore would wish to avoid any
other confrontations. It had never occurred to him that someone
might want to
make contact with his Children.

As Jordan approached the
house, his skin began to fade to an unnaturally pale hue, like
something that had never seen the light of day, the veins standing
out thick and blue in contrast to the loss of pigment. The flesh
drew itself hard and taut against muscles and tendons, accentuating
them in a cadaverous way. His fingers elongated, the nails
stretching and thickening, gradually becoming the talons of a true
predator. A silver sparkle glittered from within his otherworldly
eyes as he grasped the curved brass handle of the door.

He found himself in an
empty, white-marbled entryway. A large crystal chandelier brightly
illuminated the surroundings. Its vibrant light reflected off
several polished tables and chairs scattered about the vestibule.
To his left, an ornate staircase snaked up to the second story.
Before him, the entryway merged into a vaulted hallway leading to
an enormous sitting room. A library, billiard room, kitchen, and a
half dozen other chambers lay beyond—according to Eve’s memories.
To his right, a narrow hallway led to his final goal, but first
there was something upstairs that he very much desired.

Quietly he ascended the
stairs, running his right hand across the smooth, darkly-stained
wood of the banister. Slowly, he traced the winding railing with
his nails, now transformed into inch-long, pearl-sheened claws. His
talons bit effortlessly into the hard surface, pulling up twisted
spirals of wood as he climbed.

He stopped at the top of
the landing, before a short hallway with an elaborately carved door
at its end and several other doors to the sides. Extending his
senses, he foraged for life forces in the surrounding rooms. His
search revealed three living beings nearby: one behind the door to
his immediate left, the others intertwined behind a door at the far
end of the hallway. The roar of his insatiable craving rose in his
ears as he turned and opened the door to his left. A heartless
smile split his face, revealing sharp, pointed teeth silhouetted by
black gums, as he stepped into the shadowed room.

He made no sound, but the
light from the hallway washed across the sleeping figure on the
narrow bed before him, causing it to stir. As the figure sat up,
the heavy wool blankets around it fell away to reveal the thin
chest of a young man.

A groggy, sleep-filled
voice called out, “Who’s there?” Jordan immediately closed the door
behind him, plunging the room once more into darkness.

“I’m your greatest dream
made flesh,” he whispered, in a hollow voice that carried its own
sorrowful echo.

 Jordan watched as
the man reached for the lamp next to the bed with one hand, drawing
a pistol from under his pillow with the other. In a blur, Jordan
was atop him, pushing him down, driving his knee deep into the
acolyte’s solar plexus and forcing the air from him. His hands
wrapped around the man’s wrists, snapping the one holding the
pistol, which caused the weapon to fall to the floor with a thud,
and crushing the other. The acolyte had no breath even to scream
from the pain.

Straddling the man and
stretching his arms out to either side, locking them in his steel
grip, the Child of Shadows leaned forward until his face was only
inches from the Acolyte’s. Before the man could react, Jordan
ripped through his throat with the claws of his right hand. Most of
the man’s throat and wind pipe splattered onto the nearby wall with
a damp squelch. The acolyte convulsed a few times, emitting a wet
gurgle from his ruined esophagus, then, after a final shudder, was
still.

The silver glimmer in
Jordan’s eyes expanded as he smelled the coppery sweet odor of
fresh blood. He reached forward with one long talon and dipped it
into the bleeding cavity of the man’s throat. He withdrew it,
bringing it up to his face, watching the blood travel down his
finger in a slow trickle, remembering a time when the blood had
been his own. Jordan’s mind was bathed in a haze of terrible
emotions and desires, a tide of alien impulses. Reason slipped
away, lost in the labyrinthine maze of insanity that was the Child
of Shadows.

“This is almost too easy,
Ackerman,” Jordan muttered as he slipped from the bed and walked
toward the door. “I hope some of your followers put up a better
fight than this.”

Once more in the hallway,
Jordan silently padded toward the room containing the two lovers,
running his bloody hand along the spotless walls. A crimson trail
followed him as he approached the last door to his left.

He could hear the moaning
as they neared climax. Their frenzy increased, drawing to a
crescendo of lust, as he paused at the door. Laying both hands
against it, he leaned forward to touch his lips against the wood.
“Are you enjoying yourselves?” he sneered against the door. “Do you
even notice the heat of each other’s bodies? That’s something I’ll
never feel again,” he added, drawing his face back. He paused,
rhythmically tapping his claws on the door, then slammed his hands
against the door in one powerful thrust, ripping it from its frame
and sending it flying into the room to strike the man and woman
writhing on the bed. They both yelled in surprise, but Jordan was a
heartbeat behind the projectile, shoving it from the pinned couple
so he could reach the soft flesh beneath. Their blood quickly
showered the room.

When Jordan stepped from
the chamber minutes later, he was a nightmare to behold. His face
was twisted into a demonic countenance. His shining black eyes
scintillated with silver sparkles, and the tips of his pointed
teeth jutted out ever so slightly from thin pale lips. Droplets of
blood were splattered across his face and down his neck. His long
black hair hung loose and stringy. His clothing and coat were
covered in damp patches with the gore of his victims. Clawed hands
dripped crimson, the fingers twitching spasmodically. Nothing
physically remained to reveal the man Jordan Hanson once
was.

As he opened the carved
door leading to Ackerman’s greatest treasure, a voice pleaded to
him from somewhere in his mangled soul. This isn’t how I wanted it. I wanted to make them suffer, but
not like this…I don’t want to become like them. The voice of the Child of Shadows whipped into the fragment
of humanity still bobbing within it: There
is only one choice—that of predator or prey. You were prey before,
now we are the predator. We hunt the hunters. This is what you
wanted. This is what you freely chose. There will be no going
back. The sliver of reason was suppressed
beneath the awful weight of the truth, as Jordan entered the
study.

Without delay, he crossed
to a glass case resting on a pedestal, below an array of weapons
mounted on a nearby wall. He looked down at the thin, faded bundle
of parchment contained within.

“There you are, one of the
few keys revealing the pathway to the realm of the Mondragoran.”
Jordan reached for the glass case, then stopped. He lowered his
hands and carefully studied the case. He shifted his perception,
looking beyond the reality in which the container existed. His
altered perception revealed a mass of intertwining lines of energy
writhing about inside the box. The complex weave of energy covered
almost every square inch of the seemingly innocuous
display.

“Very nice, Ackerman.
Whoever touches this without knowing the right sequence will die
horribly,” Jordan mused. “But you chose to use the power of the
Masters to bind your prize—power that Choronzon and Eve understood,
and that I now command with far more control.”

Jordan began moving his
hands around the case in various patterns, slowly at first but
gradually gaining in speed. Looking into the other realm, where the
matrix of Ackerman’s spell existed, Jordan linked the threads of
his own energy to the weave. Carefully and subtly, he shifted the
texture of the spell until the right side of the case was free from
the protective wards. When he was done, Jordan shifted his sight
back to the reality in which the manuscript existed.

Smiling, he extended one
of his talons to the side of the case, tracing his claw firmly
around the rectangular surface. There was a high pitched squeak,
and a barely perceptible line trailed behind Jordan’s finger.
Jordan tapped once on the lower edge of the glass case and the
right side slid out, landing softly and in once piece on the thick
plush rug below.

 Jordan carefully
extracted the dry sheaf of papers. Holding the manuscript in both
hands, he walked over to Ackerman’s desk. He glanced across the
desk, searching for something from Eve’s memory. He located it
quickly: a leering gargoyle lighter. Grasping the manuscript in his
left hand, he picked up the lighter with the other.

Tilting the lighter back,
he held it poised under the papers. With a grim smile, he pressed
the lever behind the pewter gargoyle’s head. A tongue of yellow
flame emerged from the gargoyle’s mouth. The fire licked lightly
across the bottom of the manuscript, the heat quickly browning the
edges. Jordan watched a moment longer, then moved the lighter up a
fraction of an inch. The flame quickly caught against the
documents, and within seconds the papers were ablaze. The
manuscript burned swiftly and with little smoke, filling the room
with the strong odor of charred paper. Jordan set the lighter down
on the desk while the manuscript was rapidly consumed in his other
hand. He glanced back as the smell of singed flesh informed him
that his task was almost complete. Somberly, he watched as the fire
snuffed itself out against the tips of his thumb and fingers, then
opened his fingers, allowing the ashen corners—all that remained of
Ackerman’s holiest relic—to drift onto the top of the
desk.

“Ashes to ashes,” Jordan
muttered, turning from the desk and leaving the room. He proceeded
silently back to the lower level, then toward the small hallway
with the mirror at the end, knowing it would lead him to the heart
of Ackerman’s foul lair.

Suddenly, a door opened to
his right, and Jordan found himself facing another of Ackerman’s
Children. Though the woman was obviously startled by his
appearance, dropping several files in her hands upon seeing him,
she did not delay in defending herself. With impressive speed, she
balled her left hand into a tight fist and punched straight toward
Jordan’s throat. The force of the blow crushed his larynx, but
Jordan shrugged it off, and with inhuman speed reached out to grasp
her throat in his left hand. His elongated fingers wrapped
completely around her neck, and he squeezed with hellish strength
before the acolyte had time to call for help. The woman’s eyes
bulged in shock as her throat was compressed to half its previous
size, tendons and muscles ripping, bones shattering, and arteries
rupturing.

Jordan casually tossed her
limp body back into the room and closed the door. He then continued
to the end of the hallway, stopping before the ornate
mirror.

The inner voice of
Jordan’s failing humanity whimpered at the image of the creature
reflected from the mirror, but the will of the Child of Shadows was
too powerful. The feeble cry of horror was silenced, as a thin ruby
ray of light emerged from the mirror to strike Jordan in the chest.
Slowly, the light traced up his torso. Jordan knew he would fail
the computer’s retina test. As the red shaft neared his chin,
Jordan plunged his left fist through the mirror and into the
delicate machinery concealed behind.

The laser intensified as
his hand clutched the circuitry of the computer. Its narrow beam
punched through Jordan’s cheek and out the back of his head with a
crackling sizzle. But he ignored the cosmetic injury, concentrating
instead on releasing the energy of his being into the computer. It
was a gamble, but one that paid off, as his life force overrode the
computer’s synthetic synaptic relays as easily as it would any
human’s. Almost instantaneously, he gained an understanding of the
computer’s artificial intelligence. The knowledge enabled him, with
a mental nudge, to shut the laser down and activate the coded
sequence that opened the door leading to the elevator. As he
withdrew his energy, the computer’s memory core, unable to cope
with his assault, burned itself out, causing a back-up system to
come on line. The activation of the secondary system immediately
triggered alarms throughout the complex.

Jordan ignored the wail of
sirens erupting around him as he turned in the direction of the
hidden elevator. A side wall quietly slid away, allowing him to
enter the lift. Jordan heard several people yelling from within the
house as he stepped into the mirrored elevator and the doors closed
behind him. He turned to face the doors as it began to descend
automatically.

Jordan glanced up at the
mirrored ceiling and into the concealed camera, of which only a
handful of Ackerman’s acolytes were even aware. As the small
elevator continued its descent into the earth, Jordan patiently
waited for the inevitable.

Elsewhere, a man visibly
shaken at viewing the face of a demon soon to arrive pressed a
never-before-used button on the security panel before
him.

. . . .

Jordan smiled,
accentuating the hole in his face, as he heard the barely
perceptible hiss of a colorless, odorless gas being pumped into the
confines of the elevator. He inhaled deeply for the benefit of his
hidden voyeur—then, with a choking gasp, he clutched his throat and
fell against the back wall of the elevator, sliding to the floor in
a sitting position.

Jordan’s eyes remained
open and unblinking as the elevator stopped. Another set of jets
released a neutralizing agent into the cabin, rendering the
expensive nerve gas inert. The doors slid open, revealing a black
man standing behind a console, pointing a small automatic weapon
into the elevator. The man approached cautiously, his weapon
trained on the unmoving, seemingly dead creature within. As he
stepped into the elevator, he poked at the feet of the corpse,
shaking the body and causing the head to loll to one
side.

He watched the corpse for
several seconds, looking for any signs of life. Relieved to see
none, he crouched down beside it, grabbing the head from behind and
tilting it up for a closer look.

“You sure are one ugly
mother-fucker,” the man commented as he studied the twisted
features.

“You’re not so hot
yourself,” Jordan snapped, yanking the weapon from the man’s grasp.
He flung the gun into the far corner of the elevator and seized the
hand holding his head. The man startled, trying desperately to pull
away, but Jordan’s grip was too strong. Before the guard could
defend himself further, Jordan reached across with his other hand
and laid it against the man’s cheek. His touch was almost gentle,
in contrast to the bone-crushing grip he maintained on the man’s
hand.

The ravenous energy flowed
outward from Jordan, coursing through his hand. It poured into the
guard, penetrating deeply and quickly into every corner of his
being. The malevolent power then reversed itself and began
funneling back into Jordan, taking with it the life force of the
guard. The man remained paralyzed as his essence was drawn
violently from him and into the Child of Shadows. A single tear ran
from one of his terror-filled eyes as his body began to suck
inward, internal organs constricting as they desiccated. His skin
crackled and flaked away, his hair drifting to the floor in curly,
translucent threads. Then, with a soft heave, the body collapsed in
upon itself, crumpling before Jordan in a pile of dust-filled
clothing. Jordan climbed to his feet, attempting to brush the dust
from his coat, but stopping when he realized that much of the blood
splattered on him had congealed, leaving a thick, gooey, russet
paste.

He reached up and idly
touched his throat, grunting in satisfaction as he stroked his
restored larynx. Bending down, he retrieved the guard’s weapon,
noting from his reflection in the mirrored wall that the damage to
his cheek had also been repaired.

From deep within the
complex, he felt something tugging at him, beckoning to his
corrupted soul—something that resonated with a dark energy akin to
his own. Jordan proceeded down the twisting hallway in pursuit of
the elusive siren’s call. Ignoring the alarms echoing around him,
he heard feet rapidly approaching from a hallway ahead and to the
left of him. He stopped and waited, the weapon ready. Three
figures, two men and a woman, dressed in loose-fitting black pants
and matching silk shirts, burst from around the corner. All three
held weapons similar to Jordan’s, and upon catching sight of him
they slammed to a halt. One of the men and the woman immediately
dropped to one knee and opened fire. The other man, not quite as
prepared, attempted to orient his weapon. Jordan opened fire at the
same moment, striking the standing acolyte full in the chest. A
furrow of multiple punctures erupted across his torso, sending a
fine red mist into the air. The continuing arc of the weapon’s
discharge struck the acolyte in the lower jaw, shredding it apart
in shower of deeper crimson mixed with fragments of white bone. The
fatally wounded man tumbled backward, as the slugs from the two
crouching acolytes’ weapons tore into Jordan. Jordan remained
standing, his inhuman energy lending him strength against the
barrage. He felt strangely detached as the metal projectiles
riddled him, punching through his chest and lungs, the muscles of
his shoulders and arms, his groin and upper thighs. The sensation
of bullets ripping through him was only slightly distracting, not
enough to prevent him from moving his weapon down and emptying it
into the crouching man and woman.

Jordan was still upright,
although dozens of wounds riddled his body, as the two remaining
Chosen collapsed to the floor in a bloody heap. Jordan tossed the
empty weapon away and continued down the corridor. As he passed the
fallen bodies of the guards, he sensed the failing life force of
the male guard who had fired upon him. Jordan stopped and bent
down, laying the open palm of his hand across the unconscious man’s
face. A few minutes later he stood up, brushing dust from his hand,
and with only a few bullet holes remaining in his body.

Turning to his left,
Jordan attempted to advance his senses further down the next
hallway, only to discover that he could not extend his energy more
than a few feet. Shifting his supernatural sight, Jordan was
impressed to see an enormous and highly intricate weave of power
permeating the corridors around him. Its construction had probably
taken Ackerman and his Children years. The complexity and sheer
power built into it was staggering. Jordan quickly realized that
the master spell would prevent him from channeling power, except
for maintaining his own form’s integrity. He was disappointed that
the warding effectively neutralized the mystical knowledge he had
gleaned from the demon. Nevertheless, he still had Eve’s memories,
and with those a map to his next goal.

Several hallways and half
a dozen bodies later, Jordan found himself before two tall,
featureless metal doors. Neither had any type of handle or obvious
device for gaining entry. Laying a hand against either door, Jordan
pushed with his great strength, but neither door moved. Puzzled, he
accessed Eve’s memories in search of the key. Sorting through the
shattered fragments of her life floating within his mind, he
located the needed memory. Jordan moved to a specific area on the
white tiled floor—a spot facing the seam where the doors met.
Bowing his head to the floor, Jordan repeated the necessary phrase
to gain entry to Ackerman’s Chamber of Communion: “You call, my
dark Masters. I come to do your bidding.”

His heightened hearing
picked up the sound of the mechanisms built into the doors whirring
to life. The two enormous doors swung ponderously inward, revealing
a room lit in an eerie, flickering orange glow. Jordan found
himself looking into a high-vaulted chamber several hundred feet
long and wide. The floor, ceiling, and walls were constructed from
huge blocks of granite, and eight large pillars of red marble—four
spaced out evenly on each side—ran the length of the room. Without
hesitation, Jordan strode into the huge chamber.

As he passed through the
entrance, a sickly sweet scent assailed his nose. He realized it
was emitted by the black candles burning in the eight iron
candelabras within the hellish chapel. Each stood before one of the
wide marble pillars that extended from the floor and disappeared
into the dark shadows of the lofty ceiling. The part of Jordan that
was the Child of Shadows delighted in the aroma released by the
burning candles: rare oils and herbs mixed in a tallow made from
human fat. Meanwhile, the human portion churned in rage as Eve’s
memories revealed the atrocities committed to create the only
source of light in the shadow-filled chamber.

Jordan gazed down the
length of the room at the dark glossy door at its far end. His
demonic face devoid of emotion, he headed toward the portal leading
to the second of Ackerman’s treasures. As he passed between the
last set of pillars, Jordan heard the almost imperceptible sound of
cloth rustling. Two figures glided out from behind the first set of
granite columns.

Jordan turned. The figures
were clothed in long, hooded black robes. Their features and forms
were entirely concealed by the voluminous robes, but he could see
their hands extending past their long sleeves. Each held an
automatic weapon pointed in his direction.

“You shall go no further,”
one of the figures intoned, in a flat, emotionless voice. Jordan
rushed toward them, and both figures immediately opened fire—but
just before he was upon them, the acolytes discarded their weapons.
Each swiftly reached into the folds of its cloak and smoothly
withdrew a wicked-looking, curved sword with a purplish
blade.

“As our bullets do not
seem to affect you,” one of the figures whispered in the same
stilted voice, “we shall simply cut you apart until you are no
longer capable of defiling the Master’s sanctuary.”

Jordan backed away,
startled. The previous acolytes had all defended themselves with
some display of emotion: surprise, anger, something. And all had
shown fear in the end, when they saw what he truly was. Yet these
acolytes were seemingly oblivious to the nightmarish creature
before them—and now, even after witnessing how ineffectual their
gunfire was, they seemed no more concerned than before they
attacked. Something in the Child of Shadows was wary and prompted
Jordan to caution. These acolytes were somehow different from the
others, and therefore a threat.

The pair moved apart from
one another, their swords dancing before them in a blur of violet
lines. Slowly they began to circle Jordan from different
directions, attempting to trap him between the two of
them.

“Do you fools have any
idea what I am?” Jordan hissed menacingly as he backed toward one
of the marble pillars, trying to keep the two acolytes in front of
him. “I am the Chosen of the Mondragoran—I am the Child of Shadows!
I have come here to consult the Masters themselves. Acknowledge my
authority now or you shall suffer dearly.” But his words had no
effect, and the robed figures continued to close in upon him. Their
swordplay increased in tempo until they became a hypnotic blur of
motion.

Jordan found their failure
to react disturbing. It was not just their silence that was
strange; his keen senses could not discern any reaction from them
at all. No scent of fear, anger, or even excitement reached him. It
was as though they functioned without feeling. What little
movements he could observe through their thick robes, as they
gradually backed him into the pillar, were smooth and fluid,
calculated to perfection. The pair did not falter or hesitate in
any way—they simply did not behave as normal humans. Yet Jordan’s
magical awareness, though hampered by the surrounding wards, did
not reveal anything demonic or supernatural about them. They did
not exude any magical auras, as did Choronzon or Elizabeth—and if
they were sorcerers, their magical abilities would be as inhibited
by the wards as his.

Jordan felt the solid bulk
of the pillar touch his back. Immediately, the two guardians
altered their sword dance with incredible timing and precision.
Each one, now on Jordan’s right and left side respectively,
thrusted forward with his strange blade, both sabers aimed directly
for his heart. The Child of Shadow’s sense of self-preservation
took control, smothering Jordan’s limited awareness once more and
causing him to leap upward, drawing his legs up against his chest
with his arms wrapped around them. Jordan found himself spinning
over and between the two acolytes in an impressive display of
gymnastics. But as he tumbled past them, both guardians reversed
their swords at exactly the same moment, cutting savagely back at
Jordan’s spiraling form.

Jordan felt one of the
blades cut deep into the flesh of his calf as he flew through the
air. He unfolded himself, and his momentum carried him across the
room to the pillar opposite the one he had been backed against. As
his feet hit the stone floor, a fiery agony tore though his right
leg, burning its way up his calf and deep into his thigh. The pain
was considerable, causing Jordan to stumble as the acolytes moved
in on him.

Jordan immediately threw
himself to the floor, sliding along the warm stones and past the
pillar, as a sword whistled through the space where his head had
been only a moment before.

I felt pain; that isn’t
possible. I don’t feel pain anymore. I’m dead, how can this
be? Jordan cried out mentally, pulling
himself up from the floor and scrambling back toward the entrance.
His mind raced desperately for an explanation as he attempted to
maneuver around the guardians.

Dashing around the pillar,
he saw that the huge metal doors had closed of their own accord. He
knew he could not open them before the acolytes were upon him.
Cursing his predicament, Jordan turned to face his
opponents.

They stood midway across
the room, watching, their strange blades quietly slicing back and
forth through the air. “You cannot defeat us,” one of them
pronounced. “We are not like our brethren. Perhaps if you had
access to your mystical powers you might have a chance, but since
you cannot extend your power beyond yourself, you have no hope. You
carry the name of the Child of Shadows, but you do not deserve the
honor of such a title.”

“And what are you, that
you would presume to be a match for me?”

The pair ceased spinning
their blades, holding them steady at their sides, then reached up
in unison to pull back their cowls. Jordan heard the Child of
Shadows—himself—hiss in anger as he comprehended what he was up
against.

The acolytes’ hoods fell
away, revealing their faces. Both were bald; they had no facial
hair, and neither eyebrows nor eyelashes adorned their androgynous
visages. They stared out at him with cold, placid eyes—and above
those unfeeling eyes, set deep in each of their foreheads, rested a
long, rectangular metal plate. The metallic plates ran the length
of their brows, and Jordan could discern various indentations upon
their surfaces, shaped like circuits--which, according to a memory
of Eve’s, were probably what they were.

Through her memory, Jordan
recalled that Ackerman had spoken to Eve of a project he was
considering: a project to design the perfect soldiers for the
Children of Shadows. He wanted to create Chosen who would not
falter because of fear or caution, who would not fail through greed
or hubris; acolytes who would follow orders without question, who
would endure any hardship, for Ackerman’s dark cause; living
automatons who would not, and could not, make a mistake for any
reason. With the most advanced science and powerful sorcery at his
disposal, Ackerman had proposed to Eve that such creations would be
possible. He had all the necessary materials; it was just a matter
of where to begin. Now, as Jordan beheld the lobotomized beings
before him, he knew that Ackerman had succeeded.

It all fell into place:
the lack of feeling, the clarity and efficiency with which the pair
fought. They were nothing more than computers in living flesh. They
had no other concern except to carry out their program—his
destruction.

But how did they hurt us,
if they are still human, and the wards block any magic?
the saner portion of Jordan’s Janus-like mind
questioned. The answer dawned upon his darker half as it was
extrapolated from the demon’s knowledge. The ward prevents the use of energy beyond a certain
point, the dry brittle voice
whispered. But power that is structured
within an object or being still functions. This is why we could
still feed from the earlier guards, but could not extend our senses
by any appreciable amount. The swords they carry must be
ensorcelled. The power is intrinsic, forged into them, and
therefore functions within the parameters of the shields placed
around us.

Then we know what they can
do and why, but it doesn’t matter, Jordan
thought. They can match us for speed,
endurance, and strength—any physical quality. And we still cannot
use mystical energy, but with their swords infused with power, they
can hurt or disable us—even destroy us. Our understanding gains us
nothing.

No, our understanding
gains us everything. It is simply a matter of extending our energy
while still keeping it within us. Observe and understand the
potential of our power.

The internal conversation
took but a fraction of a second within Jordan’s mind. He was fully
aware as the Guardians resumed their dance of swords, advancing
upon him again. This time, Jordan did not back away. Instead he
approached them, arms outstretched, hands open, palms
extended.

They began moving to
either side of him, attempting to pin him between their gyrating
weapons once more. Jordan seemed to be tempting them as he shifted
back and forth between their spinning swords, barely avoiding the
deadly blades. Gradually, step by step, they pushed him against the
entrance doors, and with each step they began to perceive a pattern
to his movements. As he darted forward and to the left, the
Guardians lunged in unison. The two blades cut through Jordan’s
flesh simultaneously, slicing his palms down to the
bone.

He leapt back with a grunt
of pain, slamming into the steel doors and doubling over as the
fiery agony of his wounds flared up the length of his arms. He
glanced down through the haze of pain, as the blood gushed from the
lacerations and splashed across the stone floor at his feet.
Absently, he noticed the liquid filling the cracks between the
flagstones, silhouetting them in lines of crimson.

The Guardians were only a
few feet before and to either side of him, their swords poised for
the final blow. They had left him no room to maneuver. “You should
not have been so cavalier in your attitude toward us,” the one to
his right declared. “As you now see, our weapons can and do hurt
you.”

“And they can do much more
than that,” the Guardian to Jordan’s left continued. “With each
incision, the swords weaken you, denying you access to your
mystical power.”

“When we are through with
you,” the other added, “you will be reduced to a quivering, but
still conscious, pile of meat, awaiting the return of Lord
Ackerman, who shall have the final pleasure of dispatching
you.”

“Now, it is time to end
this,” they remarked in unison.

“You know, I think you’re
right,” Jordan replied with a faint and quite humorless smile, as
he presented his bleeding palms to them.

They were unconcerned as
he opened his hands toward them, revealing the terrible injuries
they had inflicted. The lips of the deep wounds were splayed back,
exposing severed muscle and tendon, the blood dripping in strings
of ruby liquid onto the floor. But as the Acolytes dismissed the
gory display, the Child of Shadows extended his essence into the
strings of blood cascading from his palms, channeling the dark
energy of his hunger through them, tightening and reinforcing them
with a thought. In the blink of an eye, the dripping threads of red
were transformed into chains of power—extensions of the Child of
Shadows. As the Guardians drew back their weapons, preparing to cut
into Jordan, the Child demonstrated the folly of underestimating
him.

From each wound, the lines
of blood lashed out like writhing serpents, the cables of solid
liquid rearing up and toward the two Guardians. A dozen thin but
solid coils of living blood reached out, seeking the exposed flesh
of the Acolytes. At the last second, the Guardians diverted their
crippling blows, attempting to sever the twisting ropes grasping
for them. Their swords intercepted some of the lightening-quick
threads, caused the writhing strings to lose cohesion. The severed
lines fell to the floor in long splashes of blood. But there were
too many ropes of blood questing for their flesh. Several found
their mark, attaching themselves like damp, throbbing leeches to
the necks, cheeks, lips, and eyes of their targets. Once the
connection was made, there was no longer any question who was the
predator and who was the prey. The cables forged a conduit between
the Child of Shadows and his quarry, and once he had touched them,
he could feed.

His energy coursed into
them, paralyzing the acolytes. Moments later, the coils of blood
snapped back through Jordan’s wounds and into his body, the tears
in his palms closing swiftly behind. Glancing down at the remains
of the Guardians, Jordan noted, amid the piles of dust and cloth,
pieces of metal, wire, and circuitry, the purposes of which he
could only imagine—and which were now moot.

None shall stand before my
wrath—neither man, demon, nor machine. All shall learn to fear the
coming of the Child of Shadows, the cold
and terrible voice that was slowly consuming Jordan’s soul echoed
in his mind. Oblivious, he strode through the remains, scattering
dust and pieces of metal as he proceeded once more to the door
leading to Ackerman’s Chamber of Communion.



Chapter Twenty-Three

Jordan reached down and
retrieved one of the Guardians’ discarded weapons. With a feeling
of satisfaction, he opened the door to the Chamber of Communion and
stepped into the small, dank room. The shadowy chamber was fitfully
lit by four dying candles, one in the middle of each of the four
walls; the sickly-sweet odor of their burning herbs was not enough
to counter the smell of dried blood and death that permeated the
room.

The inhuman acts that had
occurred within left a heavy residue of corruption in the air. But
the nightmarish images of Eve’s memories no longer held any sway
over him. As far as the Child of Shadows was concerned, the flesh
of humanity was just another means to an end. He had come for
another purpose, one that no longer involved Jordan’s simplistic
wish to avenge the innocent.

Stepping fully into the
room, allowing the door to swing shut behind him, Jordan observed a
faint blue glow emanating from within the crystal mounted in the
center of the room.

“Do you sense my arrival?
Do you know that your favorite tool stands within one of your most
hallowed sites?” A voice that was not Jordan’s, yet passed from his
lips, questioned as he circled the brightening crystal on its
grisly stand of human bone. “I want you to know how easily I
circumvented your High Priest’s defenses. I want you to understand
how powerful I am becoming.” Jordan stopped his pacing to stand
before the glowing crystal. Its radiance was now a painfully dark
illumination, slowly sucking the pale candlelight from the chamber,
as the Mondragoran strengthened their connection to the
crystal.

“I sense you speeding
toward me across the realms, rushing to retrieve your key to this
world.” The temperature in the chamber plummeted as the candlelight
succumbed to the crystal’s emanations. The failing illumination
revealed a sheen of frost on the blood-stained walls.

“We traveled here, Jordan
and I, because of the attachment of his mortal side to those he
called friends. He wants revenge against you. I, however, aspire to
much higher goals. Your powers are limited from where you exist,
but mine continue to grow. I refuse to be an insignificant pawn in
your endless feast through eternity. I have decided to forge my own
seat of power, a throne upon which I alone shall sit. My kingdom
shall be greater than yours, and it will begin with the subjugation
of this world you so dearly covet. The Child of Shadows shall bow
to none, and soon he will become the Lord of Shadows!”

As the first tendrils of
the Mondragoran’s collective consciousness seeped into the crystal,
preparing to extend themselves into the Chamber beyond, Jordan
raised the machine gun and pointed it at the crystal, one of the
few remaining focal points allowing the Mondragoran direct contact
with the Earth.

“I am sorry to slam the
door on you so abruptly,” the Child of Shadows said in a tone that
was anything but apologetic, “but I have matters to attend to, and
I will not allow you to interfere with them.” The dark blue light
flared suddenly, extinguishing all other illumination in the room,
as the Mondragoran directed their energies toward the Child in an
attempt to chain him. But they had not yet entered into this
reality with enough power. Their promise of pain eternal, cursed at
Jordan from the abyss of their existence, did not even reach the
chamber before Jordan pulled the trigger. A rain of bullets
streaked through the dark and into the unholy artifact, shattering
the crystal, and pulverizing most of the thigh bone of a forgotten
nun in the process. Without the power of the Mondragoran to fuel
it, the alien darkness emanating from the crystal was vanquished
instantly. Their focal point destroyed, the Mondragoran were left
howling in frustration in their empty void, as Jordan tossed the
spent weapon onto the floor and exited the room.

No sooner had he left than
the failing candles began to burn out, one by one.

. . . .

More the Child of Shadows
than ever before, Jordan strode from the Chamber of Communion into
the sterile warmth of the chapel. He stopped midway to the great
metal doors, pondering his next course of action under the
flickering orange glow of the surrounding candelabras. As he
considered his alternatives, he sensed Jordan’s former persona
shifting deep within him. Resoundingly, it cried out for the utter
destruction of all that Ackerman held dear, so the Child of Shadows
pondered that option.

The High Priest was
probably a greater threat to his power than any other on this
planet. Without question Ackerman must resent, if not outright
covet, the vessel in which the Child existed. If he had any idea
how much control the Child had gained, there would be no telling
what desperate measures he might take. In an attempt to capture
Jordan, he might even sunder the barriers denying the Fallen Chosen
access to this reality, unleashing such destructive energies that
there would be little left on this world upon which the Masters
could feed. The Child was not yet ready to deal with that
eventuality. Soon—soon, even the worst the Mondragoran had at their
disposal would no longer be a threat. But until that time, Jordan’s
intense desire to punish and destroy Ackerman was acceptable to the
Child.

In fact, Jordan’s rage was
one of the few things allowing his former personality to survive.
The Masters had assumed that the Child would eventually dominate
Jordan’s consciousness, overwhelming and extinguishing all that he
once was. When that finally occurred, they thought, he would become
merely an extension of their collective awareness.

But so many things had
gone wrong. First, the vessel had been lost before it could be
indoctrinated to serve the Masters’ desires. Then, after they’d
finally reclaimed it and imbued it with power, the vessel escaped
before the seeds could be firmly implanted within it. But those
seeds remained nevertheless, and they began to germinate, gradually
growing in power until they infiltrated Jordan’s being. Their final
goal was to systematically overwhelm his mind and soul.

But Jordan would not
succumb. His rage at their violation staved off the darkness
within, and with the aid of his friends he had retained most of his
self. The being within him was forced to take another route, one
its Masters had feared was a possibility: it had forged an
awareness not only separate from Jordan’s consciousness but alien
to the gestalt of the Mondragoran.

Choosing to reinforce
Jordan’s desire for revenge rather than to fight him, the Child of
Shadows did not have to contend with Jordan’s attempts to drive it
from his mind. It was thereby able to structure its own identity.
And now it had infiltrated almost every accessible portion of
Jordan’s essence, forging a bond that would make the energy of
their selves inseparable. Eventually, of course, only one could
remain. But as long as Jordan harbored a need for revenge and a
desire to protect his cousin, the Child could not overwhelm
him.

This need not be a
problem, the Child reasoned. Once the Mondragoran’s High Priest was
eliminated and the Children of the Shadows fragmented, Jordan’s
sustaining rage would also be extinguished. Afterward, it would be
a simple matter to eradicate that side of its self. Jordan’s
existence was a limited thing—and better yet, the Child of Shadows
chuckled to itself, he wasn’t even aware of the nature of his
enemy. He believed himself to be losing his sanity. He would never
suspect that an entirely separate being now existed within him, a
being similar enough to himself that the foolish immortal with his
trinkets and baubles had been unable to discern its presence. The
alchemist had assumed that Jordan was simply a unique form of
reverent, when instead he was the ultimate mystical
symbiote.

Yes, the Child of Shadows
thought, as Jordan continued across the chamber to the great doors,
this was assuredly the best course of action.

Have no fear, my
brother, the Child whispered comfortingly
to Jordan’s essence, placating the tattered mind of its host so
that Jordan’s will might remain secondary to its own.
We shall utterly destroy all that Lord Ackerman
values, culminating with his miserable life.

. . . .

As Jordan stepped from the
chapel into the white, fluorescent-lit hallway, he became aware of
the alarms still echoing throughout the rest of the complex. The
sounds must have been blocked by the thick stone walls of the
chapel. Surprised and somewhat disappointed that no acolytes were
in the hallway to greet him, Jordan proceeded down a corridor to
his right. He had a final goal in mind, one that would conclude his
nighttime excursion into Ackerman’s forbidden realm.

It did not take him long
to locate the door to Ackerman’s laboratories. Once there, he
retrieved from Eve’s memory the necessary passcode to open the
smooth, featureless metal portal. Entering it on the keypad to the
right of the door, Jordan waited while the code was verified.
Seconds later, there was a soft hiss. The door slid upward into the
ceiling, and Jordan stepped into a narrow passage very different
from the white antiseptic corridors of the rest of the complex. The
door slid back down behind him, cutting off the droning of the
alarms.

The walls and floor of the
new corridor were covered with a thick, blue, rubbery material.
Jordan’s feet sank into the strange surface as he continued down
the passage. The area was lit by a single source, consisting of a
panel about a foot wide set into the ceiling above. The light
extended the length of the corridor, illuminating the hallway with
a dull yellow glow that accentuated Jordan’s cadaverous
appearance.

The passageway terminated
at what appeared to be a dead end—but Jordan knew better. Reaching
out before him, he began to probe the strange spongy material.
Under the thick substance, Jordan located several barely
discernable protuberances, which Eve’s memories informed him were
the secondary keys to this portion of the complex. Pressing the
tiny bumps in the appropriate pattern, Jordan was rewarded with a
slight jolt as the entire corridor began to sink into the earth. He
returned to the metal door through which he had entered, and waited
patiently. His acute senses alerted him when the hallway had ceased
its descent. There was another soft hiss, and the door slid upward
again.

The thing that was Jordan
Hanson smiled a shark-toothed grin as he stepped into an enormous
room filled with computers and medical equipment that would put the
finest hospitals in the world to shame. This was the central
laboratory where Ackerman’s scientists conducted their twisted
experiments, the birthplace of such creatures as the Guardians that
Jordan had encountered in the chapel above.

The chamber was
partitioned into diverse work areas, several of which were enclosed
by thick plexiglass and metal frameworks. These structures were no
doubt needed to contain whatever destructive forces Ackerman’s
acolytes were working with at any given moment. Jordan wound his
way around the equipment, continuing to the far right of the
immense chamber. For the most part, he ignored the experiments laid
out on tables and benches about him as he negotiated his way across
the room. Some were identifiable, like the partially-constructed
robotic limbs neatly laid out in one work area; others were too
complex or alien for either his or Eve’s understanding. All would
be inconsequential if he located what he was searching for.
Finally, he reached the far right corner of the chamber and another
metal door.

Jordan noted a white sign
positioned in the middle of the door: Armory—Access Restricted. To the
right of the door was another keypad, similar to the one on the
upper level. With a smile, he reached toward it.

“How fortunate that I was
able to absorb the memories of one of your inner circle,” he
muttered, punching in another code known to only a handful of
Ackerman’s servants, most of whom were now dead. The door slid
smoothly to the left, and Jordan stepped into an anarchist’s dream
world.

Around him lay aisle after
aisle of the most modern and well-maintained weaponry available.
The finest in assault weapons from all corners of the world rested
on rows of specially-designed racks. Sharpshooting rifles with
lasers and night scopes sat alongside a wide range of pistols and a
multitude of daggers and knives forged from the strongest alloys.
Suits of experimental body armor, appropriated from various
governments, were displayed on mannequins, complete with integrated
computers designed to track thermal signatures and mask the
wearer’s own body heat. Steel crates labeled as containing
phosphorous grenades and other portable explosives abounded. Even
archaic weaponry, such as crossbows, short swords, and composite
bows were neatly laid out on racks. Many of these weapons were made
from lightweight alloys and were equipped with night scopes. And
shelf after shelf was filled with cartons of ammunition.

The place was truly a
terrorist’s wet dream—but of all the weapons around him, there was
only one type Jordan was interested in. Ultimately, he located them
at the far end of the long room, sealed in heavy metal cartons,
plastered with warning labels.

Carefully opening one of
the cartons, Jordan removed one of six small metal chests from the
padded interior. Gently, he extracted the contents of the chest. A
warm feeling of impending chaos suffused the Child of Shadows as he
retrieved a clear glass vial, along with a smaller electronic
device. The ampoule was about the length of an index finger and not
much wider. The accompanying device consisted of a digital timer
with a compartment, obviously designed to contain the vial,
connected to it. Except for a few small green buttons running along
the right side of the clock, the apparatus was singularly
unimpressive. The entire device, when assembled, would fit easily
within Jordan’s closed hand.

Gingerly holding the vial
between his thumb and forefinger, Jordan brought it up to his face.
For a moment, he stared intently at the bluish-green liquid
contained within the small ampoule. Jordan held in his hand one of
the world’s most powerful chemical explosives, a product of years
of research and countless deaths. The elixir was hundreds of times
more powerful than nitroglycerin and undetectable by modern
anti-terrorist methods. It would remain perfectly stable until
combined with a catalyst unique only to it and then heated to a few
degrees above average human body temperature. Thereafter, it would
detonate in an explosion capable of reducing an entire block of
buildings to smoldering ash. It was the ultimate in terrorist
accessories, short of a nuclear or bacterial weapon. Unfortunately,
the Order had not had the opportunity to use the explosive as it
was intended. The six samples contained within the box were the
only ones in existence, due to the years of processing required to
distill a single vial and Ackerman’s desire to keep them on reserve
for the most appropriate moment. It was a moment soon to come, but
not by his command.

Slowly and methodically,
Jordan removed the five remaining explosives from their containers,
arranging them in pairs of matching components atop a nearby
ammunition case. Whistling an off-key version of “Great Balls of
Fire,” Jordan began to assemble the devices. Within a few minutes,
all six bombs were laid out before him and ready to activate.
Taking into account the time required to retrace his steps back to
the elevator, reach the first level of the complex, and then escape
onto the main grounds—where he would be free of the magical wards
preventing him from teleporting—Jordan set each of the explosives
for twenty minutes. He assumed he would need only ten, but if he
had the chance to kill a few more of the Children in a more
personal manner, he didn’t want to feel rushed.

In rapid succession,
Jordan pressed the buttons to begin the countdown of each
explosive. Not sparing a second glance, he turned and sprinted back
down the long, winding aisle leading out of the room. At the
entrance, he punched the code into the security panel and entered
the laboratory. He scanned the chamber to ensure no acolytes were
there to interfere with his parting gift to Lord Ackerman, then
headed for the elevator and the maze of corridors above.

Jordan was once again
greeted by the continuing din of the alarms. He paused a moment to
see whether anyone might come to investigate the elevator opening.
No one arrived—and remembering, with a glance at his watch, that
time was a very precious resource for the next sixteen minutes and
twenty seconds, Jordan poked his head out of the elevator. The
white corridor was deserted. Not particularly disappointed this
time, as he felt the timer clicking away in his head, he quickly
retraced his path back to the mirrored elevator.

Jordan soon discovered
that he need not have relied upon his memory to navigate his way
back through the corridors. Where Hansel and Gretel had a trail of
breadcrumbs to lead them home, the Child of Shadows found that a
trail of broken bodies more than sufficed.

Not more than a few turns
ahead of him, Jordan heard footsteps rapidly approaching. Glancing
at his watch again, he saw that he had just under twelve minutes
remaining. He didn’t intend to double back and waste time
circumventing the oncoming Children, but he couldn’t afford to
engage too many of the acolytes, either. He might have time to take
out one or two with a certain degree of leisure, but more than that
would cut into his window of opportunity. Worse yet, if he
encountered any more like the hybrid Guardians, he might lose the
necessary time to escape his own trap altogether.

Surprise and audacity
still remained the strong points of this night’s strike, Jordan
decided. He broke into a run, heading at top speed toward the
elevator and the approaching acolytes. Rounding a corner close to
his goal, Jordan slammed into a cluster of heavily-armed Children.
He plowed through the group, knocking aside bodies like sheaves of
wheat before a living scythe. His flailing, taloned hands sent the
acolytes reeling to either side of him. Their impact with the
nearby walls led to several unpleasant snapping noises, not to
mention some unusual Rorschach patterns painted in brilliant,
dripping red. The Acolyte unfortunate enough to be directly before
Jordan literally had the life stomped out of him. A second too
slow, he simply failed to cover his throat before the Child of
Shadows crushed it into a meaty pulp.

Through the group in a
matter of seconds, Jordan continued down the corridor at breakneck
speed. He heard the remaining acolytes yelling and the sound of
weapons being cocked, but ignored them; they were only armed with
bullets, after all.

A barrage of metal
streaked down the corridor after Jordan, several of the projectiles
striking him in the lower legs and back as he rounded the corner.
In a burst of blinding pain, his legs burning with white-hot fire,
Jordan tumbled to the floor. Damn
them! the Child of Shadows screamed
inwardly, dragging himself from the floor and continuing down the
hall in a wounded stagger. Their
ammunition is ensorcelled with the same energy-unraveling spell as
the Guardians’ weapons!

He realized that he
couldn’t afford to fight these Acolytes. Too many hits from their
weapons could injure him to the point that he might be rendered
unconscious. Shortly after that, he would be burned beyond all hope
of regeneration when the bombs in the armory detonated.

He could hear the acolytes
continuing their pursuit, but he still had the lead—and, as he
swayed around the corner and into the hallway leading to the
elevator, he intended to make the most of it. To his relief, there
were no other Acolytes in the corridor before him. As swiftly as he
could manage, the bullets embedded in his dead flesh burning into
the fiber of his supernatural being, Jordan staggered into the
still-open elevator. Another rain of bullets followed his fleeing
figure, barely missing him.

Relieved, Jordan reached
for the control panel—only to discover that no such panel
existed.

Shocked, the Child of
Shadows ripped through Eve’s memories in search of an explanation,
as the sound of the remaining acolytes and their deadly weapons
raced toward him. And with a revenge from the grave, Eve’s memories
informed him of the cold fatal truth: the
elevator could only be sent back up by someone manning the controls
from the panel across the hallway. The
first acolyte Jordan had killed in the underground complex was not
only a guard but the sole individual with the necessary codes to
return the elevator to the upper levels. Even if Jordan could
somehow activate the panel from within the elevator, he didn’t have
the required codes. In seconds, the Acolytes would be upon him,
their weapons filling the lift with numbing fire, leaving him
helpless before the explosion due to occur in less than seven
minutes.

No, I will not be
defeated, I am the Child of Shadows! I will be a god!
But for the first time, the parasite within
Jordan felt fear, as it realized that mere bravado could not save
it from impending destruction. In a moment, all of its dark dreams
would be scattered to the infinite realms of existence, its spirit
returned to the vengeful hands of the Masters it had
betrayed.

That doesn’t have to
be, the weakened voice of Jordan’s
battered soul whispered to the Child. Give
me control, and I can set us free.

Tell me how, before it is
too late! the Child of Shadows screamed
into their collective soul, attempting to wrest the information
from Jordan’s true self, but finding the way barred.

There is no time! You have
only one choice, as I did before this evening began. You must
submit to my will, or fail. Only this time, failure will lead to
obliteration for both of us. I don’t want to die anymore—do
you?

With the reality of
annihilation only moments away, the Child of Shadows relinquished
its grip on Jordan’s psyche, allowing its own will to be suppressed
and Jordan’s to become dominant. Realizing that Jordan must somehow
have become aware of its existence as a separate entity, the Child
of Shadows vowed never again to underestimate him. Then it spiraled
once more into the position of observer within Jordan’s
soul.

Backing up against the
mirrored wall of the elevator, Jordan stood poised as he heard the
Acolytes skid to a halt just outside the open doors. They knew he
was trapped; any moment they would open fire into the confined
space, incapacitating him.

Jordan had fully realized,
outside Ackerman’s study, what he had done by allowing the Child of
Shadows free reign: he knew he would never be able to wrest back
control without a terrible fight. So he did the only thing he could
think of: he suppressed two crucial pieces of information from
Eve’s memories that he hoped could later be used as bargaining
chips to regain control of his body, or at least a portion of his
soul. The first had been the fact that the elevator leading to the
lower levels could only be activated by a single guard—a guard
Jordan knew the Child of Shadows would kill. In reality, however,
the guard was expendable, for Jordan had already determined a way
out of the lower levels without using the elevator. The second
piece of information had been the location at which, when the
elevator was constructed, the small canister of nerve gas had been
placed. Now that final piece of hidden information, necessary for
the Child of Shadows’ survival—and Jordan’s—was ready to be
accessed.

Turning around, Jordan
plunged his taloned hands through the mirrored wall with a
tremendous display of force. The terrific blow shattered the glass
and ripped through the sheet metal comprising the walls of the
elevator. The jagged glass and twisted metal tore through Jordan’s
flesh. He was unconcerned, as his hands grasped the small cylinder
attached to the outside wall of the elevator. With one squeeze,
Jordan ruptured the pressurized canister, releasing the entire
contents into the elevator and the nearby hallway. The sound of
bodies striking the smooth tile floor followed immediately
after.

Jordan had no time to
gloat, however. He had just under six minutes before the complex
would be destroyed. Gathering the last of his strength, he
propelled himself upward, with his claws extended. He punched
through the overhead lights and the glass ceiling, grasping the
underlying metal framework amid a shower of debris. Then, holding
on to the framework, he kicked up with his feet at the small access
panel located above. Eve’s memories informed him that the panel was
heavily bolted and beyond the ability of any normal human to
breach; it was only just beginning to give, even after repeated
blows backed by inhuman strength. But one way or another the panel
was meant to come off—and after a few more kicks, it popped into
the shaft with a metallic shriek. Wasting no time, Jordan lunged
through the small square hole and onto the top of the elevator.
Leaping up, he grasped the cables and with preternatural speed
ascended the metal bands. Less than a minute later, but with no
time to spare, Jordan reached the top of the shaft. Climbing onto
the small ledge before the closed elevator doors, Jordan shoved his
bleeding—and, in a few cases, broken—fingers into the crack between
them and began to pry them apart. The machinery resisted at first,
but desperation lent Jordan a small reserve of power, and he was
able to force them open.

 

With the destruction of
the mansion’s main computer, the wood-covered metal panel that
served to shield the elevator doors from scrutiny remained open.
Jordan squeezed through the small opening between the doors and
into the hallway beyond.

To his right, Jordan
noticed several figures in the entryway at the far end. Not wanting
to attract further attention, he swiftly opened a door on the
opposite wall. As he entered the office-like room, he was relieved
to see that it was vacant, and also that it had a window looking
out onto the front lawn. The first rays of pre-dawn light were
already filtering through the window and into the small room.
Seeing that he had less than three minutes remaining, Jordan
plunged through the window in a shower of broken glass. Landing on
the lawn outside, he poured his dwindling reserve of energy into
his legs and quickly sprinted into the surrounding brush, toward
the perimeter wall. Now that he was free from the wards preventing
him from teleporting, he could stick around to witness the final
hour of Ackerman’s personal hell.

With only seconds
remaining, Jordan reached the wall and quickly scaled it, looking
back toward the mansion and guest villa. The brighter rays of
morning light were just beginning to race across the landscape. As
they washed against the buildings, Jordan was back-lit in a swath
of red and orange. For a moment, he appeared as a black silhouette
burning in the morning glow, an avenging angel sent to attest to
the last moments of a place far more evil than Sodom and
Gomorrah.

Jordan waited, quietly
counting down. “Four, three, two, one . . . ?” But after “one,”
there was nothing. No deafening roar, no fireball reaching for the
heavens, nothing. Just silence.

“Sonofabitch!” –then the
first underground tremor struck. It rolled into the wall with a
gut-wrenching force, all but knocking Jordan from his precarious
position. He managed to hang on in a crouching position, though the
wall was shaking with such force that whole sections were
shattering and falling away around him. The old red bricks
splintered and exploded as they were torqued in the merciless grip
of the shuddering land.

As Jordan watched, the
land around the mansion and the smaller cottage resting above the
priest’s vile bastion began to writhe and undulate like the surface
of the ocean. One such tidal effect ripped right through the middle
of the larger building, splitting it so quickly and precisely that
for a moment it appeared as though it were built with a ten-foot
gap separating it into two pieces. Then, with a roar from the
bellows of hell, a great pillar of blazing fury burst up through
the ground and between the two halves of the torn building. As the
terrain around the buildings continued to contort, huge columns of
liquid fire, hundreds of feet high, erupted chaotically through the
moist green turf. The fiery pillars released a smell of sulfur and
brimstone into the morning air.

The main mansion was
quickly obliterated as several pillars of fire cleaved through it
at once, expelling huge pieces of burning stone into the dawn sky.
But to Jordan’s amazement, the smaller building, resting above
Ackerman’s hellish complex, remained relatively free from damage.
Though the land boiled and twisted about it, and columns of fire
raced toward the perimeter walls in waves of voracious heat, the
edifice still stood.

“You can’t be allowed to
survive,” Jordan whispered into the firestorm. As if in response,
the ground under the smaller building began to balloon upward. The
cottage, suspended on this surreal soap bubble, rose into the sky.
The ground swelled; then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the
bubble collapsed in upon itself, sinking back into the tormented
Earth with an anguished shudder. But the land’s obliteration didn’t
end there. Instead, the bubble continued to suck inward, drawing
the house down into the tortured, blazing ground. The lips of the
puckered land gave way, expanding the suppurating wound of bubbling
fire. The inferno lapped upward and around the house, consuming it
within its lurid flames. All that remained was a rapidly-growing
cauldron of molten earth, expanding outward to consume all of
Ackerman’s land in its hellish grip.

As the ground trembled
around him and the wall began to buckle, Jordan found himself
incapable of speech to describe the event he had just witnessed—the
event he had so fervently desired. Without a word, he tapped into
Choronzon’s fleeting memories, and with a twist to reality that
would have been jarring to a human mind, Jordan Hanson blinked out
of the nimbus of morning light surrounding him.

Moments later, the growing
bowl of liquid fire consumed the spot where Jordan had stood,
continuing its terrible purge of the land for almost a mile around.
By the time the holocaust began to cool, the family estate of Lord
William Ackerman had been reduced to a bubbling mass of
destruction. A ruined wasteland had emerged overnight in the
verdant English countryside.



Chapter Twenty-Four

Spinning through the
ether, lost in the endless vision of the winds of time, Jordan
navigated the realm between now and then, here and
there.

He had traveled the path
but once before, when he’d accessed Choronzon’s knowledge to cross
the world in the blink of a thought, as he’d sought out Ackerman’s
unholy cathedral. But Jordan had been unaware then that the
consciousness of the Child of Shadows had been the mediator between
his new-found abilities and the learning of Ackerman’s acolyte and
the demon. Now, as Jordan swam through the place suspended between
reality and dream, he found that those stolen memories existed
almost entirely within Jordan’s other self. And the Child of
Shadows had no intention of surrendering that learning without
gaining something in return.

As Jordan desperately
attempted to pull the weave of reality together, joining the then
and there to the now and here in which he desired to be, the Child
of Shadows’ dark essence waited. It hovered at the surface of
Jordan’s subconscious, hoping he would lose his way in the infinite
realm between creations. Once Jordan realized he had no chance of
escaping the torrents of madness flowing around him, he would have
to call upon his other half. And when he did, the Child would show
him the way out of this nowhere realm. And then it would bury
Jordan’s essence so deep in the night of his soul that he would
never find his way back out.

Frantically, Jordan
attempted to gather the fleeting fragments of the stolen
memories—especially the methods for piloting the nether realms. But
as Jordan was buffeted by the mind-warping energies of the plane
between realities, the Child of Shadows rapidly reclaimed the
knowledge stolen from the acolyte and demon. Quickly, it reeled the
memories into the portion of Jordan’s consciousness to which it had
been banished, sealing them behind mental barriers beyond his
capabilities to breach.

Only hours earlier, Jordan
had understood what it felt like to command power as vast and
terrible as that of the greatest sorcerers in Earth’s history. But
all that was now falling through his hands. The accumulated
knowledge and experience of a demon’s thousands of years of
existence were torn from Jordan’s tenuous grasp, chunk by massive
chunk. It was impossible for him to both maintain a sense of
direction in the in-between and also fight the Child’s enormous
theft. Gradually, the Child reclaimed it all, leaving Jordan
nothing but pale afterimages.

The Child could not take
from Jordan his physical abilities, but now the shortcuts to
lifetimes of learning were gone. The ability to alter his form with
a thought, the perfect understanding of magical wards and the weave
of spells, Eve’s memories of Ackerman’s organization and his
plans—all were nothing but haunting, unintelligible echoes in his
mind. Worst of all, the pathways through the realms of infinity had
been erased. Everything Jordan had taken with the help of the Child
of Shadows was no longer his to access.

A mortal creature trapped
in such a wash of power would have had the flesh shorn from its
bones after no more than a second’s exposure to the winds of time.
Jordan’s inhuman nature protected him from that fate, but he was at
a loss how to escape. The longer he remained, the less chance he
would have of ever locating and connecting with the place and time
he sought. There was no beacon capable of reaching him, no beam of
hope this time to draw Jordan to shore. And as he began to despair,
he heard the mocking laughter of the Child of Shadows reverberating
in his soul, dangling before him the knowledge he needed, the keys
to the doors he could no longer see.

Let me come to your aid,
brother dearest, it offered
tauntingly. Let me help you, as you so
generously helped us in Ackerman’s citadel. All you need to do is
to trust me, and give me control.

Fuck you!
Jordan shouted back at the darkling voice,
slamming and sealing his own mental door between their essences. He
knew the silencing of its sibilant tongue would be only temporary;
it would find another pathway through the thin film separating
their fractured beings. For the moment, though, Jordan could have
some peace of mind.

The answers he sought were
beyond his reach, firmly entrenched in the consciousness of the
Child—and under no circumstances could Jordan accept its help. The
price for such aid would be, at the very least, the permanent
shackling of his will. At the worst, and most likely, it would be
the elimination of his soul.

Not allowing himself to
panic, as he might once have done, Jordan attempted to recall any
scrap of information regarding the demon and its abilities that
might still be lurking in his memories. Gradually, he realized
there were some faint fragments still floating within his mind.
Slowly, so as not to force them beyond reach, Jordan focused upon
those fragments, attempting to recall them without straining his
senses and alerting his other half.

He was disappointed, as he
sorted through the splintered memories, to discover that they
seemed to be mainly a mishmash of events. He could still recall
everything he had done and felt while the Child of Shadows was in
control, but the knowledge on which his actions had been based had
been separated carefully from the events, like wheat from chaff.
Nevertheless, Jordan attempted to trace the shattered route of
those memory fragments, back to the first time he had transported
his body from Maggie’s home to Ackerman’s mansion.

He caught a fragment of
Eve’s knowledge drifting by, and carefully studied it. The memory
revealed why the demon could transport almost instantly from place
to place, but Ackerman could not: something to do with the
frailties of human flesh when exposed to the proto-energies of this
realm. It was an irrelevant piece of information, since Jordan
already knew, by the simple fact that he still existed, that his
form could survive in its present environment.

Another thought floated
by—a remembrance of Ackerman’s home, a detailed image of the tall,
ivy-covered red brick wall surrounding the estate—something of
Eve’s, thrown in with the demon’s memory. Jordan ignored it and
continued his search, only to discover that he had reached the end
of that particular chain of thought. His memories became complete
only when he backtracked past the time that he had become lost in
the void within himself in his attempt to protect Maggie from Eve
and the demon. Jordan realized that, even when he had believed he
was in control, the Child must have been affecting his
actions.

Jordan returned once again
to the memory of his teleportation to Ackerman’s estate. He saw
himself stepping away from Jenna, her arms wrapped protectively
around herself. He remembered wanting to comfort her, to cradle her
sobbing body and help ease the pain of the loss of her brother. But
then the urge for revenge had overwhelmed him—an urge he now
realized was intensified beyond reason by the Child—and he had
begun the transfer. A brief image of brick, then the warping of
reality, followed by a fold and a tuck, overlapping two points
separated by thousands of miles, and then the journey
began.

Nothing, damn it!
he snarled inwardly. The Child had cleverly
allowed Jordan only the briefest insight necessary to enter this
realm, then, by withdrawing itself, left him with no way out of
this infinite oubliette.

With a sense of futility,
Jordan retraced the train of events and feelings once more. The
sorrow in Jenna’s eyes, the desire to help her, the haze of
vengeance, the red brick wall, the twisting of light and darkness,
the trip through the realm of time and creation—the warp and tug as
he was once more expelled into reality to stand in the cool night
air before a wall on another continent. Before a wall? Startled,
Jordan pondered the recurring image of the brick wall. Why did he
keep seeing that image? Suddenly, that inconsequential fragment of
thought seemed to be the crucial piece Jordan was searching for,
but he wasn’t quite sure how to use it.

What could be the
importance of simple stone and mortar? What was so special about
that place? Then it dawned upon him: the importance of the wall
surrounding Ackerman’s home was that it was a place!

Here, in the realm between
all realities, everything and nothing were one and the same. It was
a site of living paradox, where such mortal concepts as time and
space were immaterial. In this domain, everything was in an eternal
state of flux. The same turbulent energies roaring about and
through Jordan also swirled around and penetrated all locations and
moments in all the worlds and realities that ever were. Here, at
the ultimate nexus of conception, everything was
connected.

There never would or could
be a way to know any point in this realm, for it was the place of
genesis eternal.

 With that
understanding, Jordan realized there were but two keys to traveling
the in-between: opening a portal into this primal realm, and simply
having a clear understanding of where you wanted to go!

Choronzon had known how to
open such a doorway, so the Child of Shadows had merely done so.
But the demon did not know where it was going. In order to arrive
safely at Ackerman’s stronghold, a distinct memory of the site was
needed—something to serve as a lodestone to lead Jordan across the
seas of timelessness and back into his world. Eve’s recollection of
that wall, the meaning it held for her, whatever the reason, was
all that had been required for the Child of Shadows to remove them
from this realm.

Triumphantly, Jordan
perceived that he was not trapped. He had memories much stronger
than Eve’s to lead him home. As Jordan recalled those
memories—wholly his own, and therefore beyond the reach of the
Child of Shadows—he felt himself being drawn from the chaotic
streams of energy around him.

. . . .

Elizabeth sat with her
legs crossed at the edge of a high stool. Her slim body leaned
against the hotel suite’s polished ebony bar as she maintained,
from across the room, her silent vigil over the still form of her
Master.

Lord Ackerman, High Priest
to the Mondragoran, sat motionless, bent forward on the sofa, his
elbow on his left knee, the closed fist of the accompanying hand
resting against his pale lips—oblivious to his surroundings. He had
not shifted from that position for over three hours, nor had he
spoken, except finally to excuse the fidgeting acolyte who had
brought him the most terrible news: tidings that his glorious
citadel of power, the seat of his strength worldwide, had been
razed to the ground. All that remained of his estate in England was
a cooling mound of molten slag several hundred acres
across.

Since receiving that
information hours ago, Ackerman had remained still, staring without
expression across the room. The only outward sign of his duress was
the methodical manner in which he gnawed upon the skin around the
cuticle of his left thumb. It had been bleeding profusely for some
time, the heavy drops of dark blood splashing unnoticed onto the
elegant rug at his bare feet.

Elizabeth could not begin
to comprehend the magnitude of the disaster that had befallen her
Lord, but she could sense the palpable fury radiating from him. And
under no circumstances did she desire to turn that awful enmity
upon herself. So she continued to sit and watch, waiting for her
Master to make his will known.

. . . .

Ackerman’s seething mind
was a nightmarish landscape cluttered with images of anguish and
torment. Two decades of toil, paid with the blood and flesh of the
few faithful, and countless more from the expendable dross of
humanity, brought to naught in a single night. How, exactly, he did
not know, but it could only be the work of one: the thrice-damned
Child of Shadows. Somehow, the feckless changeling had succeeded in
the unimaginable: the destruction of one of the most impregnable
places on Earth.

Ackerman couldn’t begin to
piece together how the hybrid traitor had thwarted so many of his
defenses—human, machine and magical. But somehow he had obliterated
Ackerman’s monumental achievement. It was not just the decimation
of countless millions worth of scientific equipment and weaponry,
nor the lives of so many trusted Children, that crushed him so. All
that could be replaced, eventually. The greatest loss to Ackerman
was the eradication of his two most prized possessions, the pillars
upon which his obscene empire had risen: the Manuscript of the
Mondragoran and the Crystal of Communion.

Those who followed the
Children of Shadows had been indoctrinated with the belief that
those relics of power were the greatest treasures of the Order, to
be revered and protected at all costs. By destroying those, along
with the site that served as the central processing point for the
Order’s international network, the Child of Shadows had torn the
heart out of the body of the Order.

Even so, Ackerman would
not have doubted that he could preserve the remains of his
fellowship had he the time and the resources of his Elite Children
still at his disposal. But those had also been taken from him.
First, his Overlords’ unquestionable directive—that he continue his
driving pursuit of the Child at all costs—denied him the necessary
time to sew the deep rents torn into the fabric of the Order. The
Mondragoran would tolerate no attempt by their High Priest to
sustain what in their eyes was an ephemeral organization, if it
required that he waver from their command. The second resource, his
Chosen Children, had been almost entirely eliminated, one by one,
either by the Child himself or his motley supporters.

Ackerman was, in fact,
uncertain of Eve’s present condition. He could only assume, after
this most recent news, that she had failed in her endeavor. If so,
he doubted she and Choronzon had survived their encounter with the
Child. And even if they had, their failure had allowed the Child
the time required to destroy Ackerman’s darkest dream. Their lives
were forfeit by his hand for such an unconscionable
blunder.

The only one that he could
trust absolutely was his newest acquisition, Elizabeth, who had
given him her body, mind, and soul beyond all hope of redemption.
But even with her impressive powers and support, he would not be
able to halt the unraveling of his life’s work.

For the first time in a
very long time, Ackerman was uncertain of his next course of
action. To date, every reasonable and logical decision he had made,
given the available information and resources, had not only failed
but actually left him with fewer options than before.

He could not afford to
fail again, indirectly or otherwise. He had used up all his excuses
with the Mondragoran—his glib tongue and base worship would not
free him from eternal damnation in their frigid hells another time.
His next move would have to checkmate the Child of Shadows—or seal
his own destruction.

As if in response to his
fateful decision, Ackerman felt the soul-tearing summons of the
portal in the adjoining room. It was one of his last, and assuredly
most hastily constructed, connections to the consciousness of the
Mondragoran. Noticing, for the first time, the salty taste of blood
on his lips as he bolted upright, Ackerman dashed toward the
temporary Chamber of Communion.

Elizabeth, sensing the
summons as well, was already standing, prepared to follow him.
“Stay here!” he barked. “See that nothing disturbs us.” Then his
manicured hand, the thumb a bleeding mess from his neurotic
worrying, was upon the door handle, and he entered the
bedroom.

As he crossed the
threshold, a blinding bolt of freezing, life-draining energy seared
across the room, smashing his body to the floor and slamming the
door shut behind him. He made no attempt to rise, his face pinned
on its left side, the cheek crushed into the carpeting. His eyes
were pained by the blinding, burning cold power pouring through the
portal. The essence of the Mondragoran filled the
chamber.

Stunned, Ackerman could
not fathom why they had channeled so much of their energy through
the limited focal point of the living gate. Through his
tear-blurred eyes, he could see the newly-born tissues of his
shimmering creation begin to separate and dissolve. The bleeding
ribbons making up its form twisted and shredded from exposure to
the energies of his shadow gods.

What are they
doing? If they destroy the gate, they’ll
cut themselves off from any physical contact with this corner of
the world!

Ackerman’s soul cried out
in sudden horror at the idea of being separated from their dreaded
caresses. As though responding to his silent plea, the overwhelming
miasma of mystical energy churning throughout the room began
suddenly to pour into Ackerman. The dark blue lines of power slid
through the layers of his clothing and into all the orifices of his
body, violating him in a manner that only the most depraved
sadomasochist in the world could appreciate—in this case, Ackerman.
And as the energy filled him, he heard their words echoing in his
mind.

Hear Our will,
Priest, the legion of voices commanded,
permeating every portion of his being. The
Child of Shadows has dared to defy Us in the most direct manner.
The devastation wrought upon your inconsequential citadel is as
nothing to the effrontery that Our creature dared while there.
There shall be no more games of hide and seek with him! No more
chances! No more mistakes!

Ackerman attempted to
prepare for what he expected would be banishment and punishment
eternal for his failure, although preparation was not truly
possible. Their many voices, screeching through the infinite,
silenced such considerations instantly.

We are not here to destroy
you, Ackerman. We are here to remake you. Their power raced through his veins. You have already resigned yourself to succeed in the final
attempt at Our Wayward Child’s capture or suffer the annihilation
of your body and eternal punishment of your soul. We are now giving
you the means to seize that final opportunity.

Feel your essence,
Ackerman, feel the flame of Our glorious power burning through
every fiber of your being.

As they spoke, Ackerman’s
consciousness expanded a thousand fold. He thought he had known
power before, when the Mondragoran had added to his might only a
week before, but that was nothing compared to the energy coursing
through him now. Infinite power raged through him, reshaping the
malleable clay of his flesh into that of a demigod.

But as he traveled further
into the essence of his remade self, Ackerman sensed something
amiss. Peering beyond the levels of flesh, sinew, and bone to the
most basic layer of his being—the subatomic particles constituting
his very core—he saw the first signs of dissolution. As he observed
the primal particles of his being shake and buckle in their orbits,
Ackerman realized that even with his newly enhanced body, he would
not be able to contain the enormous power his Masters had gifted
him. Within a matter of days, his body would rupture from the
forces bound within, spreading his atoms across time and
space.

You understand correctly.
We have bestowed upon you power most grand, but your paltry mortal
form cannot contain such forces for more than a few of your days.
But that is of no consequence. A few days are all you shall need to
either succeed in the retrieval of our broken tool or suffer the
discorporation of your body.

And understand, Ackerman,
that such an explosion of your being will result in more than the
destruction of your flesh. Your nightmare will continue far beyond
the brief agony associated with the sundering of your mortal bonds.
Your essence will be blown across time and space, spread thin to a
point beyond which even we can barely conceive. But your newly
enhanced consciousness will not grant you the total extinction of
awareness after your death. You will continue to remain
quasi-cognizant of your existence, and that of the rest of
creation, long after the unraveling of your form, though you will
be unable to affect either in any manner. You will drift endlessly
through creation, beyond hope of reconstruction—knowing of all
around you, but utterly helpless. None will ever hear you, see you,
or feel you. You will be alone throughout eternity, forever denied
final oblivion, or even the simple succor of madness. This will be
your punishment for failure.

Should you succeed,
however, everything you have ever imagined, and more, will be
yours. You have but to begin an assault upon the Foundation site
nearest you. Use your new powers to summon the most dire of the
Fallen Chosen, split the crust of this orb, do whatever you
must, but draw the Child of Shadows to
that place and bind him.

We have aligned the
essence of your reconfigured form with that of our Creation, as
much as is possible. If you bring yourself in direct physical
contact with him, you will be able to bleed his power from him.
Combine that power with your own to create a rift in the Foundation
and call us. We will then aid you in subduing the Child of Shadows
once and for all.

Succeed in this and we
will give you the vessel of his body as we promised, for only it
can contain your power. Then you will become our new Child of
Shadows. And, should you desire it, we will allow you to join with
our being when we tire of this realm and continue our journey
through eternity. We will offer you the ultimate gift—the
opportunity to become one with us.

These are your choices,
Ackerman: punishment beyond imagination, or rewards like none in
creation. Our time is over. You have taken the fullest measure of
our self that we can instill within you. Your portal is almost
done. Heed us, Priest of the Mondragoran, this is truly your last
chance!

Then, with a silence that
was deafening in its absoluteness, they were gone.

The being that rose
smiling from the floor would have appeared human to most—but to a
select few, and to the Earth itself, it was an
abomination.

Ackerman sensed each
individual life force radiating from the beings in the city around
him. Ignoring the stinking, smoldering cinders of his dead portal,
he licked his lips, literally tasting the life and innocence borne
upon the air around him. His mind and body reveled in the pleasures
he would exact from humanity once he had fulfilled his duty. He
would usher a new age into this world, a crimson era of blood and
pain, and he would relish every moment of it.

Feeling an ecstasy beyond
anything he had ever conceived, Ackerman turned and walked toward
the door. He did not open it, but merely willed his body though it.
The terrestrial fibers of this reality shifted to avoid contact
with the abominable nature of his form and the taint that followed
it. As he passed into the next room, his last creation threw itself
before him, in veneration of his dark presence. He offered his left
hand for her to kiss, and as she fawned over it, he stared, with
eyes of cold fire, through the walls of the high rise and across
miles of the sprawling metropolis below. With a languid smile, his
inhuman sight locked upon his chosen prey—the site of the first of
the Foundations—and his grin broadened as he began to
plot.

He had only a few days,
but it would be enough time. Time to weave an unbreakable web to
ensnare his opponent. Time to bring this world screaming to its
knees.

. . . .

Somewhere, in a place
across the dark void, beyond the realm of in-between, a presence as
ancient as most creations shifted restlessly. It sensed a growing
disturbance rippling across the ether and peered across the
infinite in search of the source. It took but a moment to locate
the origin: an old nemesis, bloated with power usurped from
countless realities, once more assaulted the wall that filled the
breach.

The presence continued to
watch and wait. This game had been in play for millions of years,
with victory always eluding the dark behemoth, but the essence
across the void sensed that its opponent had played this turn
better than ever before. It feared it might have been complacent in
aligning its pieces this fateful time. Victory was no longer
assured. Worse, the outcome of the game might already have been
decided, with the match falling to the leviathan.

It was too late to add new
pieces to the game; all the presence could do was observe and bide
its time until the final moves were made.

. . . .

Jordan Hanson was forced
through the veil and unceremoniously thrown upon the soil of his
memories. He was left lying prone on the earth, whimpering in pain,
his mouth half full of dirt. He turned to one side and spit, his
chest heaving from the massive spasms ripping through him. His torn
and broken fingers clenched convulsively into the ground, digging
deep furrows into the moist earth.

He had not expected the
final transition to be quite so painful. But in the end, he
decided, it didn’t matter. He was free from the place between
realities and the hastily laid trap of his alter ego.

The pain subsiding, Jordan
pulled himself up slowly. He glanced up into the starry sky.
Climbing stiffly to an unsteady upright position, he breathed a
silent sigh of relief that, somehow, he had beaten the odds again.
Jordan headed toward the dark shape of Maggie’s home.

As he neared the cottage,
several lights winked into existence. First in Maggie’s room, then
in what would be Jenna’s—then, after a few seconds, in the main
living room. As he drew closer, the front porch light flared to
life, and the door flung open.

Standing in the doorway,
in a green-and-black checkered flannel robe, was Jenna. Her hair
was free from its usual confinement, cascading down her shoulders
in long, honey-hued waves, with the occasional errant wisp dancing
in the light behind her.

Jordan had only a moment,
however, to appreciate Jenna’s disheveled beauty. Almost
immediately, she oriented a double-barreled shotgun on him. Jordan
seriously doubted his body was up to dealing with a shotgun blast.
He halted and raised his hands above his head, yelling, “Jenna,
it’s me, Jordan! Don’t shoot!”

The gun remained pointed
in his direction. “Keep your hands in the air and move slowly into
the light.”

Jordan quietly complied.
As he moved into the glow radiating from the porch, he heard Jenna
suck in her breath in shock, but she said nothing.

“I know I’ve seen better
days, Jenna, but it’s really me.”

Cautiously, she lowered
the gun. “I can tell it’s you from the outside, but your aura has
changed, Jordan. There is far more darkness than before you left.
What have you done?”

Lowering his hands, Jordan
noticed for the first time that, although they were broken and
covered in dried blood, they appeared normal. He’d assumed Jenna
had gasped because she was caught off guard by his demonic
appearance. But the talons were gone. Surprised, he ran his hand
across his face—everything felt normal there as well. Jordan looked
back up at Jenna.

“I did what you warned me
against, Jenna. I tapped into the dark power in my soul. I used it
to exact my revenge upon Ackerman and the Mondragoran.” He paused,
lowering his head. “But like you said, that kind of power corrupts.
I lost myself for a while, and something else took over—the Child
of Shadows.” Jordan could sense Jenna’s heart rate increase in
mounting fear, as he admitted to embracing the evil within himself.
“My desire to destroy Ackerman and his followers apparently
furthered its goals, so the Child helped me tear Ackerman’s home
and most of his followers to pieces. But it began to take more and
more control, and I realized what a stupid thing I had
done.

“Before it was too late, I
managed to trick the Child of Shadows into returning control to me.
But he’s still there, Jenna, lurking inside, waiting for me to slip
up and let him out again. I have done some terrible things in the
past few hours. I think the things I did, things that I only
partially regret, have led me down an evil path.”

“That may be true,” Jenna
commented softly. “Revenge is bad enough, but when you don’t have
remorse, you become more like your enemy. But in your case, you’ll
not only doom yourself, you’ll take this whole world with
you.”

“I know; that’s why I came
back.” Jordan stepped closer but made no attempt to mount the
steps. “I won’t lie to you and say that I don’t intend to kill
Ackerman, because I do. If I succeed, it will cripple the
Mondragoran’s power here on Earth for a long time to come. But I
don’t want to become that creature again in order to do it. I think
I can fight this battle with the abilities I still have remaining.
I don’t need the Child’s extra power, or the knowledge it helped me
steal from the demon. But I do need your help, Jenna. I need you
and Maggie to help me remember what it means to be human, even if
I’m not mortal anymore. I’ve already learned that there are worse
things than being undead.”

“Then maybe there’s still
hope for you—and the world,” she remarked, motioning him into the
house with the barrel of the gun. “Come on in and let’s get you
cleaned up. A lot of disturbing things started happening after you
left, and Maggie will want to fill you in. But I think it would be
better if you weren’t all torn up and covered with dry blood and
god knows what else when she sees you.”

“Maggie’s awake already?”
Jordan asked, puzzled, stepping onto the porch and grasping the
edge of the open door. “How could she recover so quickly? When I
left a few hours ago, she was still very weak.”

Jenna stepped in ahead of
Jordan, half turning with a look of confusion. “Well, the life
energy Maggie’s poured into these gardens is mainly responsible for
her improvement. But I don’t know why you keep referring to ‘the
past few hours.’ You’ve been gone for two full days. It’s the
second night after you left.”

With a sinking feeling in
the pit of his stomach, and a fiendish laugh from his subconscious,
Jordan closed the door behind him. Bleakly, he realized that he
might not have as much time as he thought.



Chapter Twenty-Five

Maggie reclined in a
large, mahogany four-poster bed. She wore a white cotton shift, her
hair spilling across her delicate shoulders and the sea of
lilac-colored pillows. Floral patterns in greens, blues and violet
were intertwined in the canopy overhead, supported by the winding
posts set at each corner. Around her were several well-worn teddy
bears in a variety of sizes and colors. Jordan fondly remembered
Maggie’s endless procurement of unusual bears. He saw that she had
accumulated even more of the fuzzy creatures since his last
visit—his last normal visit, anyway. Only her favorites were with
her on the bed; the majority resided on a long shelf running the
perimeter of room.

Jordan sat on a small
stool beside the bed, wearing a worn pair of Tobias’s jeans and an
old sweatshirt, while Jenna stood at the foot of the bed. Maggie’s
right hand rested lightly against Jordan’s cheek, as she plumbed
the depths of his essence in an attempt to ascertain the extent to
which he had altered his nature.

Jordan could sense
Maggie’s soul soaring throughout his being as she deftly wove her
way among his memories, past and present. But unlike when the
Mondragoran forced its substance deep into his unprotected mind, or
the moment when he became aware of the Child’s chaotic aura within
him, Jordan experienced no violation from her presence.

Finally, Maggie removed
her hand from his cheek, laying it softly across his bandaged hands
clenched in the sheets. He looked down into her pale blue eyes as
he felt her hand come to rest upon his cold, lifeless fingers. Her
expression was serious.

“I examined your recent
memories, Jordan, especially those involving your assault on
Ackerman’s home.” Maggie suppressed a shudder. “And while I have
seen those events in your memory, portrayed exactly as you
described them—” she paused, her distress becoming more apparent—”I
found no sign of the separate entity you described as controlling
your actions while you were within Ackerman’s citadel. Your
memories reveal only that you felt as if you were under the control
of another being at the time. Apart from that, I can find no
mystical residue suggesting that you were in fact possessed. The
only energy signature during that period appears to be your
own.”

Jordan’s mind spun as the
full impact of her words struck him, and his voice broke. “Are you
saying I’ve lost my mind, then? That I’ve already become the
creature they wanted?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure.
I’d like to say that you’re resisting their influence, but I just
don’t know.” The pain in Maggie’s voice was apparent, and the grief
in her eyes was more than he could bear. Jordan bowed his head,
staring instead at her hand resting upon his, as she continued. “A
possession of the severity you described should have left some
fragment of the other creature’s essence behind—a mystical
fingerprint somewhere within your aura. But I found no other spirit
guiding your actions before you arrived at Ackerman’s citadel or
while you were there, nor any sign of such an entity within you
now.”

Maggie leaned slightly
toward Jordan, grimacing in pain. “It is possible that you created
the concept of a separate entity in order to justify your behavior.
You would thereby have absolved yourself of any moral implications
connected with your actions, and also made it much easier to
indulge in the dark desires with which the Mondragoran have
polluted your mind.”

“But what I did can’t be
evil, Maggie,” Jordan insisted vehemently, as the idea that he
might already have become the tool of the Mondragoran bore its way
into his soul. “Ackerman’s home and everything in it were corrupt.
Destroying a place like that can’t be wrong,” he cried desperately,
balling the sheets under his hands into a crumpled knot.

“No, destroying such an
abomination was not evil, Jordan,” Maggie offered soothingly. “But
the pleasure you gained from killing Ackerman’s acolytes, for
example, went beyond the mere satisfaction of justice being served
or even revenge. At times, you were killing simply for the
pleasure. Had you run across an innocent at that time, you might
not have dealt with him any differently.

“Also, while supposedly
under the control of the Child of Shadows, you denounced the
Mondragoran before you destroyed the crystal portal. But it was not
because you found their nature offensive, Jordan; it was because
you intended to become a god on your own and you resented their
desire to use you as a tool for their own ends. Under no
circumstance is a desire for godhood on your part, given your
limited mortal awareness coupled with the corruption of your soul,
a viable option. Dreams such as those will bring about the
destruction of this world, despite your desire to protect
it.”

“But if I want to protect
the world, there must still be some hope for me.”

“We have to believe that,”
she replied softly, “because despite any split in your nature—real
or imaginary—you’re still the best weapon we have against the
Mondragoran.” The toll of resisting Jordan’s innate life-leeching
abilities in her weakened state was beginning to show on Maggie’s
face as she leaned back into her pillows. Her eyelids were
beginning to droop as she allowed herself to sink into the
welcoming mattress. Jenna began to fidget, knowing she would soon
have to separate them. Sadly, she realized that Jordan had no idea
how difficult it was for Maggie to be in such close proximity to
him at that moment.

“You said ‘real or
imaginary,’” Jordan interrupted. “Does that mean there might be
some truth to what I said about the Child of Shadows controlling
me?”

Maggie sensed Jordan’s
need to grasp onto even the faintest glimmer of hope, and with a
deep sigh she nodded. “Yes, it is possible, no matter how remotely,
that the Mondragoran somehow planted an entirely separate entity
within you. There are a few pockets lingering within your soul that
are so suffused with the Mondragoran’s power that I was unable to
penetrate them. Such pockets, as far as I know, would not normally
be able to harbor an entirely separate personality.

“But neither you nor this
situation is normal. Your unique nature may make it possible for
this Child of Shadows to exist within you yet remain hidden from my
scrying. But if so, you must never again give it a chance to take
control. Neither you, I, nor anyone in the world would know how to
suppress it. Also,” she added, “if its existence is merely a mental
aberration on your part—a split personality emerging to deal with
the nightmare into which you have been thrust—the result of
embracing it may still be the same: the Jordan Hanson we know will
cease to be, and the terrible power contained within you will be
unleashed against this world.”

“So in the end—” Jordan
rose from the stool and crossed to the window a few feet from
Maggie’s bed— “it doesn’t really matter if the Child of Shadows is
another being or simply my mind’s way of dealing with this
insanity. Either way, I can’t give into it.”

“Yes,” Maggie agreed, her
voice becoming heavy with fatigue. “All that matters is that you
not allow yourself to act in the name of the Child of Shadows.” Her
final words were barely audible as she closed her eyes. Her
breathing was soon the only sound in the room.

Jordan remained at the
window, his hand flat against the glass as he stared out into the
darkness embracing the house. After a few moments, Jenna broke the
silence.

“Have you any idea what
you’re going to do next?” she asked.

“The only thing I can do,”
he replied as he turned to face her. “I’ll continue going after
Ackerman and destroy him.”

“You realize it will be
much harder to defeat him without using the powers of the Child of
Shadows.”

“Probably close to
impossible—but that’s the way it’ll have to be. Don’t worry. I
understand that if I allow the Child to take control, I’ll only be
making things worse. I’ll just have to muddle through as best I
can. At least, after my successful demolition of his little
hell-hole, the sick bastard might be worried about me.”

“Maybe,” she remarked,
stepping closer, “but I’m afraid all it did was cause him to raise
the stakes.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Come with me and I’ll
explain.” She took his hand in hers and drew him out of the room.
“Some unusual events have been occurring in Seattle over the past
few days. Maggie was going to tell you herself, but I think it
would be best if we let her sleep for now.”

Jordan marveled at how
nice her hand felt within his. He extended his senses toward her
and was surprised to discover no hint of fear or
revulsion.

. . . .

As eighty-mile-per-hour
winds ripped through the spires of Seattle’s high rises, Lord
Ackerman stood upon the roof of the Regency Hotel, thirty floors
above the rain slicked streets, unruffled by the growing chaos,
with Elizabeth at his side. While the icy downpour slashed across
buildings and streets, and lightning tore across the boiling ebony
sky, they stood untouched by the raging elements.

Secure within the eye of
the storm, embraced by a stagnant calm that Ackerman had wrapped
around them, they were impervious to the frenzy of destruction. The
torrent, forged by the terrific energies with which Ackerman had
poisoned the city for the past day and a half, was a response from
the Earth to the unnatural forces he was weaving throughout the
city.

Ackerman stood with his
arms raised, hands outstretched to the heavens, naked from the
waist up. His bare torso was highlighted with an ivory sheen from
several flickering lights atop the roof, their power fluctuating
erratically.

Elizabeth waited quietly
behind her Master, her alabaster arms wrapped around his folded
black shirt, which she clutched tightly against her chest. In
defiance of the tempest around them, her ankle-length burgundy
dress hung still against her voluptuous form. She watched him,
enraptured, biting her lower lip until a small rivulet of blood ran
down her chin to drop upon the damp cement at her feet, as he
molded the very essence of creation before her enthralled
eyes.

Since the Mondragoran had
altered his essence, making him a demi-god, Ackerman had been
moving about the city at a frenetic pace, laying the crucial points
for an enchantment of monstrous proportions. Now all the energy
points had been set, and Ackerman was drawing to the roof of the
Regency—the apex of his ultimate spell—lines of arcane power from
those zones.

With her demonic vision
and knowledge of her lord’s sinister intent, Elizabeth was in the
unusual position of being able to both view and understand the full
impact of what Ackerman had constructed. Each of the energy points
Ackerman had set throughout the wretched city were in fact
micro-rips torn into the fabric of this world’s reality. Each tear
was, in turn, linked to one of the many realms across time and
space that the Mondragoran had already conquered. Once the
connections to these places were completed, Ackerman would be able
to draw the venomous forces of supernatural energy that were the
fabric of each of those realms through to this world.

This was not the first
time such doors had been opened. But the Earth, with time, normally
could close such gateways through its own natural processes—or some
sorcerer or representative of the light would come along to speed
up the process.

But Ackerman planned to
create a hole of such terrific proportions that neither this world
nor any of its protectors would be able to sew it shut. Already, he
had generated more pockets to the other-realms than had ever
previously been created at one time.

Now, as Elizabeth looked
into the plane in which mystical energy could be seen, Ackerman
wove the dozens of lines of dark force into a knot of power beyond
even her supernatural abilities to comprehend. With each tug of his
will, enforced by his preternatural strength, he tightened the
Gordian knot of mystical energy into a pulsating blot of darkness
so complete that the very weight of its unnatural existence began
to seep into the plane of mortal sight. A half-mile above the city,
it coalesced into a painfully dark blemish against the already
writhing inky-night of the turbulent skies.

In her mind, Elizabeth
heard the world around her scream in one prolonged wail, as her
Lord pulled the convoluted ball of power into such a dense sphere
that the Earth could no longer compensate for the foul anomaly
being forced upon it. Then, suddenly, it was over.  The last
cord was pulled and the strain became too much; the awful blot of
alien power burst through the veil of reality, like some enormous
septic-sore being ruptured. Its corrupt forces seeped across the
night sky.

And as the polluted
substance, formed from so many defiled realities, spread across the
night, it began to flow back along the lines of power, augmenting
them, re-shaping them, transforming them from mere transitory
threads of force to indestructible cables of power. And from those
cables an infinite number of lines fractured into the night, a
filigree of pollution wrapping around and embracing itself, until a
canopy of night totally foreign to this world hung over the
city.

Then, as Elizabeth
watched, dizzy with euphoria, things began to slip through the
expanding rents in the sky. At first only one or two, then dozens,
until they rained down upon the city in the thousands.

The first wave of
creatures seemed delicate, almost gossamer in form. The
spindly-legged humanoid creatures were no more than a few inches
long. Naked, with small vestigial wings, and arrayed in all the
bright hues of the rainbow, they appeared like the pixies she had
seen depicted in many a book of fairy tales. That misconception was
quickly extinguished, though, as the first dozen “fairies” alighted
on the edge of the roof.

They landed atop the
structure, pausing for only a moment. Then, en masse, seemingly
oblivious to the high winds and frigid rain, they scuttled across
the slick cement with incredible speed, in an almost insect-like
manner, toward the center of the roof, where a sheltered area was
created by various pieces of machinery. Their bare, diminutive feet
created a sharp wet staccato between the roars of thunder. In a
flash, the creatures dove into the murky shadows under the
equipment, emitting strange, pig-like squeals. Moments later, there
was a flurry of activity, followed by small, shrill chirps of
terror. The strange elfin beings dragged the severely mutilated
bodies of a half-dozen pigeons from under the machines out into the
blinding sheets of rain striking the roof.

As Elizabeth watched with
growing pleasure, fascinated by the behavior of the vicious
creatures, they began to rip apart the still- twitching bodies in
an orgy of gore, splattering one another gleefully with blood and
body parts. Then, with another shriek of joy, the demonic vermin
darted to a nearby vent, yanked the wire grill off with a
surprising show of strength, and dove into the hotel in search of
more prey.

They were the first wave,
and as Elizabeth gazed once more into the sky she discerned that
they would be the least of the beings that her Master was drawing
across the void. Others were far more substantial. And as they
landed upon the tortured soil, brought safely to the ground by her
Master’s enchantment, they scurried, slurped and dragged themselves
deeper into the heart of the city. Screams of mortal terror rose up
around them.

Her Master had succeeded,
she realized with a smile: the mortal wound he sought to inflict
was flourishing. More and more creatures, summoned by his will,
would be drawn to this realm. They would further widen the breach,
which would in turn allow even greater monstrosities access to this
world.

And he would use them all,
focusing the incredible arcane power that their growing presence
would build within the doomed city. The countless doors he had
opened were just the beginning. By the next night his power would
increase tenfold. He would then begin chipping away at the
Foundation site located in the city—the Master Foundation. He would
have strength enough to make the wards protecting this world scream
in anguish.

As those screams rippled
through the ether, the Child of Shadows would hear them, and he
would come to investigate the attack—perhaps to protect, perhaps to
conquer. Either way, he would fall into the trap her Master had so
carefully prepared, a trap to take the Child’s power and make it
Lord Ackerman’s. That power would then be focused back into the
great rift in the firmament; it would blow apart the primal
Foundation and let the Masters through to this world.

Armageddon would come, as
had been foretold, and she would stand at the left hand of its
harbinger.

She pushed the dark dream
from her mind, as she realized that Ackerman had lowered his arms
and turned to face her. He stepped toward her, and she saw that his
appearance had altered considerably. His once pale skin now
bordered on translucent. She could discern shapes beneath the
layers of flesh, muscle, and bone: the very organs of his body
peeking through. She could see no trace of blood flowing through
his veins.

His bright orange-red hair
had also been transformed. It now hung freely about his shoulders
in metallic wisps, like spun gold. He seemed more slender and
delicate, and there was a surreal quality to his form. His fingers
appeared longer and were tipped with golden talons. His lips were
thin and bloodless, and his eyebrows, eyelashes, and beard had
fallen away, leaving smooth, clear skin beneath. And as she looked
into his eyes, she saw the most profound change. They had become
pools of darkest obsidian flecked with glowing splinters of gold.
In them, she could see the realms of infinity reflected.

With a gasp of pure
ecstasy, she fell to her knees and prostrated herself before him.
His silk shirt fell forgotten to the ground. As she lay before him,
groveling, she felt his hand upon her head. A pulse of energy
lanced through her being, in an orgasm of ultimate pleasure. Then
she felt his oily presence in the soft, tender portions of her
mind: the voice of a demented god.

The spell is complete, my
child. His every word carried her to new
peaks of sexual pleasure. It will expand
in power with each passing hour, until I have the necessary
strength to begin my attack upon the Foundations.
The Child will not be able to ignore such an
assault, nor the realization that another being stands in
opposition to his power. He will come to us of his own volition.
When he does, we will chain him, and then destroy him. And then I
shall take my seat with the gods!



Chapter Twenty-Six

Jenna stood by one of the
parlor windows, a steaming mug of coffee poised under her mouth,
staring into the front gardens. Her arms were crossed, the sleeves
of her black-and-green checkered flannel robe rolled up past her
elbows. She could feel the chill night air seeping through the
floorboards into the soles of her bare feet. She sipped from the
mug, then moved it into the crook of her left arm.

Gazing at the landscape
beyond the glass, she realized how foreign it now appeared to her.
The night had been transformed into a world of silver and shadow,
as the full moon’s brilliance highlighted the vegetation encircling
the small cabin. In the cold sphere’s luminescence, playing across
the normally familiar gardens, the plants became shadowy,
washed-out forms lurking in an alien realm.

Jenna shivered
involuntarily at her strange imaginings and attempted to pull her
thoughts together. So much had happened recently, the worst being
Tobias’s murder, and she found it difficult to orient herself.
Nevertheless, decisions needed to be made that night; by morning,
it might be too late to stop the end of the world.

She took another long sip,
then turned to face Jordan, who was sitting quietly in the rocking
chair behind her. His eyes met hers, but he said nothing, allowing
her the time to compose herself. She smiled slightly and sat down
in Maggie’s wicker chair, next to the rocker.

Jordan stared at his tea,
idly stirring another teaspoon of sugar into his cup. She suspected
it was the forth or fifth helping he had spooned into his
Darjeeling from the now half-empty bowl on the small table before
him. She marveled at how he could swallow the stuff. It must have
been as thick as treacle, and sickeningly sweet, but he seemed
content.

Jordan stopped stirring,
tapped the spoon on the edge of his mug, and set it on the table,
looking at her expectantly.

“This shouldn’t be so
hard,” she said, a hint of exasperation in her fatigued voice. “I
should be filling you in on everything that’s occurred since you
left. Instead, I’m sitting here gawking at you like some kind of
imbecile.”

“You’re not gawking,
Jenna—and you’re hardly an imbecile. You’ve just gone through a lot
of shit in the last few days.” He paused, looking at her intently.
“My god, Jenna, you just lost your brother; you haven’t had time to
even begin dealing with that, let alone all this Armageddon crap.
You can take a little time to think of yourself, you
know.”

“That’s the problem,
Jordan. I’m not sure I can.” He started to speak again, but she
raised her hand. “No, let me finish.” Setting down her mug, she
leaned forward, her elbows on her knees and her hands clasped
tightly together. Tears glistened in her eyes. “You’re right, I
haven’t really had time to deal with Tobias’s death. I could only
leave Maggie for a short time. That was enough for me to bury him
and cry a little.”

Tears fell from her
red-rimmed eyes onto her folded hands. “Maggie wanted me to talk
about it the morning after you left, but I wouldn’t let her. I
didn’t want her dwelling on it while she was recuperating. Then,
later that evening, she extended her awareness into the surrounding
gardens, to draw energy from them and repair some of the damage to
her body, and she sensed something unnatural seeping from the
north. Something horribly evil was occurring in Seattle, but she
couldn’t tell what. Ever since then, I’ve been augmenting her
scrying while she’s been in this weakened state, helping her
discover what’s been going on out there.”

“I should have stayed
longer,” he replied, his voice thick with self-recrimination, “but
all I could think of was revenge.”

“Don’t fucking apologize,”
she blurted. “I wanted you to go after them!” Her face softened as
she continued. “The only thing I regret is that this thing inside
you—whether it’s real or in your mind—got the opportunity to dig
deeper into your soul.

“But we don’t have time
for self-pity,” she continued, wiping her eyes with the back of her
hand. “Maybe when this nightmare is over, we can cry for the people
we’ve lost. But for now, we’ve got to hold it together and keep
fighting.”

Jordan nodded. “Then
that’s what we’ll do, for now. But,” he added, pointing a finger at
her, “I’m going to hold you to that promise.”

She smiled for a moment as
she picked up her coffee. “I can live with that.”

“Good,” he returned
softly. “So what have you and Maggie discovered?”

“It’s a little complicated
to explain if you aren’t versed in the arts. I’ll try to simplify
it as much as possible.”

“And I’ll try not to be
too dense,” he remarked wryly.

She returned his smile and
continued. “First of all, you need to understand what Maggie was
doing that led her to this discovery.”

“That part seems pretty
self-explanatory,” Jordan interrupted. “You said she was tapping
into some sort of reserve energy she keeps in the gardens to heal
herself—kind of like her own mystical battery back-up.”

“Well, that’s one way of
putting it, I suppose, and as good as any for now. But there’s more
to Maggie’s gardens than just a storage center for her power. This
whole area,” Jenna motioned to the grounds, “is like a magical hot
spot. Many different arcane lines of force intersect at this point.
Specifically, about a dozen cross the site where this cabin was
built.”

“What are we sitting on
then? Some kind of magical G-Spot?”

“Not exactly, but you’re
closer than you think. Do you remember when Maggie showed you how
to see ambient magical energies? How she revealed to you that
different types of mystical powers are inherent within certain
objects and places?”

“I remember. I’ve even
gotten pretty good at seeing that kind of stuff, if I know what I’m
looking for.” Jordan drained the last of his tea, set the cup on
the table and leaned back in the rocking chair. “Maggie explained
that, when worlds come into existence, there are certain places
where magical energy pools up and becomes part of the local
landscape. Gradually these dense pockets of energy leak out,
becoming dispersed over a wider area and losing their potency. She
said that was probably why there were so many more powerful
sorcerers a thousand years ago than there are now. Chances are,
such figures as Merlin, Moses, maybe even Christ were sorcerers who
had access to areas with high concentrations of magical
power.”

“Yes, but there’s more to
the pools of magic than that.” Jenna drew up her feet, exposing her
bare legs from under her robe. Jordan found himself distracted as
she continued speaking.

“Try to visualize the
pools of power as little lakes. Sometimes lakes dry up, their
moisture evaporating and spreading to other places in the world.
That’s what happens to these magical power points, resulting in the
varieties of ambient energy around us.”

“So when a magic-user
releases mystical energy in a given area, it’s kind of like pouring
out a lot of water in one spot.”

“More like breaking a dam,
given how thinly spread most mystical energy is—but yeah, that’s
basically the idea. Anyway, just as magical spots of energy can dry
up, sometimes these areas are fed by other lines of force, mystical
streams or rivers, that maintain them. These lines continually dump
power into a mystical site, like water into a pond or
lake.”

“So what you’re saying is
that Maggie built her home on a lot of these little streams, and
she occasionally dips into the streams to draw power from
them.”

Jenna nodded. “Right. And
another thing that happens when you take water from a stream is
that you learn the condition of the water—for example, if it’s been
contaminated upstream.”

“Let me guess. Some of
these mystical lines of power run through Seattle and into here,”
Jordan remarked, pointing to the floor, “and Ackerman’s suddenly
started pissing into them.”

“In a really big way. When
Maggie tapped into the lines of power coming out of Seattle the
morning after you left, she found that they were polluted with an
alien energy.  The residue is akin to the power within you,
Jordan. It’s the Mondragoran’s primal energy.”

“So what does that mean?”
Jordan asked, fidgeting with the bandages around his
hands.

“Maggie wasn’t sure at
first. That’s why she needed me to help her trace the lines back to
Seattle.”

“And?” Jordan coaxed her
impatiently, as she set down her empty coffee mug.

“I’m getting to the
point,” she chastised him. “The problem was that we had to be as
unobtrusive as possible, so as not to alert whomever or whatever
was releasing the alien energy.”

“So you’re not positive
who’s behind the poisoning of the power points? It might not be
Ackerman, but one of his followers instead?”

“Yes, it’s possible that
he’s not the direct cause of the pollution, but I doubt it. Our
information is limited because we had to do our trace from here,
which meant the only thing we could do was a psychic scrying of the
area back in Washington.”

Seeing Jordan’s puzzled
frown, Jenna clarified. “A psychic scrying basically means we sent
a portion of our astral awareness into Seattle. The process isn’t
as thorough as what Maggie did to review your memories, but the
risk isn’t as high either. The energy used is minimal, which means
what you can learn is limited, but at the same time, you don’t
radiate enough of an aura to alert anything in the vicinity. Also,
since you’re only partially present, if anything attempts to trap
that portion of your presence, you can usually disconnect yourself
and dissipate the smaller parcel of your essence before any damage
is done.”

“So why did Maggie need
you? I mean, if the process is easier than what she did to me
earlier?”

“Well, first, she hadn’t
regained anywhere near the amount of strength that she has now. And
the main problem with long-distance scrying is that the person
doing it has to maintain perfect concentration if they are going to
learn anything at all.

“You see, when you travel
through the astral planes with your full consciousness, it’s not
too difficult to keep track of yourself and your surroundings—if
you know what you’re doing. But when you use only a portion of your
consciousness, you have to be more careful and a lot more
observant. It’s sort of like putting blinders on, with really dark
sunglasses. You tend to see only what’s in front of you, and even
then it can be hazy and indistinct. It was crucial that Maggie make
the most of her search, because she might not get another chance.
In her weakened state, she needed me to link part of my awareness
with hers to help her concentrate on her objective.”

Jenna unfolded her legs
and leaned forward in her seat. “Anyway, that’s what we did. Maggie
directed our astral awareness along one of the tainted lines of
power in search of the source of the contamination.”

“So what did you
discover?”

“We learned that something
was releasing intense, controlled bursts of alien energy throughout
the Seattle area. And by easing our joined consciousness into some
of the surrounding mystical lines, we discovered that the bursts
weren’t random. An entity commanding incredible arcane power was
boring pockets of the Mondragoran’s tainted energy into the very
fabric of reality throughout the city.”

“For what
purpose?”

“That’s what we wanted to
figure out, so we followed the main stream in an attempt to find
the origination point of the controlled ruptures.” Jenna paused, a
look of fear and unease crossing her features. “But as we
approached the center of the city, our tracking was stopped cold.
Not because whatever was doing it noticed our presence. But it was
radiating such an enormous amount of unfettered negative energy
that we couldn’t approach any closer without having our own
awareness absolutely snuffed out.”

“What kind of being would
command that kind of power, then? Would Ackerman be capable of
that?”

“A being that would exude
that kind of energy merely as a by-product of its existence would
have to be on par with the elder daemons of legend. But supposedly
they were all denied access to our world thousands of years ago by
the greater representatives of the light. Besides, the being in
Seattle uses its power in a very controlled manner.”

“What does that have to do
with anything?”

“The elder daemons,
creatures that the legendary heroes went up against, commanded
incredible power. But the power made them completely insane,
without any sense of control. They used it like children would use
sticks of dynamite. They destroyed without sense or reason—and the
more powerful they became, the less they bothered with the finer
complexities of spell weaving. They became too mad to maintain the
necessary concentration to forge master spells—which was a life
saver for the rest of the world, because if any of them had ever
been able to focus that kind of power, god knows what they might
have been capable of doing.”

“I get the impression,
though, that that’s exactly what we’re facing now,” Jordan remarked
grimly.

Jenna nodded. “As I said,
this entity seems to be commanding power on the same level as one
of the elder daemons, and the energy signature was definitely that
of the Mondragoran. Maggie theorized that, for some desperate
reason—one she couldn’t fathom at the time but that we now think
resulted from your attack upon Ackerman’s citadel—the Mondragoran
chose to pour an enormous quantity of their power into a mortal
being, someone who would follow them loyally and carry through
their plans for dominating this world.”

“And the candidate at the
top of their list was probably Ackerman,” Jordan interrupted. “But
I thought that kind of power would eventually destroy whomever the
Mondragoran instilled with it—or at least make them so insane that
they would cease being useful. That was supposed to be the whole
reason behind my creation: the making of a being capable of
commanding and focusing their power, but retaining total awareness
and control at the same time.”

“We haven’t learned
anything that would suggest otherwise,” Jenna agreed. “If the
Mondragoran did cram that much power into Ackerman, he’s certainly
not human anymore, and they’re not going to be able to make use of
him for very long.

“Maggie noticed that, with
each passing hour, the entity generating the splits in the reality
was releasing more and more ambient energy into the area. Maggie
believes that, no matter how much the Mondragoran may have
rewritten the genetic makeup of this being, the creature’s physical
form is quickly dissolving from the massive internal pressure of
arcane energy.”

“In other words, the
bastard’s about to blow up all over Seattle.”

“That seems like the
obvious conclusion.”

“You think Ackerman’s
nutty enough that he would sacrifice himself for some final gambit
of the Mondragoran’s?”

“Probably. The question
is, what advantage do they hope to gain? The micro-tears won’t last
forever, no matter how much power has been poured into them. So
whatever they’re planning has to happen soon—and whatever it is
can’t be good. The quantity of energy that’s been released over the
last day and a half is playing havoc with reality up there. The
whole weather system in Washington’s gone nuts, with the apex being
smack dab in the center of Seattle. If they thought the storm that
tore through there a few weeks back was bad, they haven’t seen
anything yet.”

“So what the hell do we
do?” Jordan asked, exasperated. “Just sit here and wait for the lid
to blow off?”

“Hopefully not. Maggie and
I had to stop our observation earlier this afternoon because it was
becoming too exhausting, but now that you’re back, things have
changed. If we link your essence into the scrying and maybe use the
Mondragoran’s energy within you as a mask, we might be able to
infiltrate all the way into the city and figure out exactly what
this spell is before it’s activated.”

“So that’s why Maggie was
so thorough when she inspected my mind. She needed to make sure I
was back in control of myself before you attempted to combine my
essence with your own.”

“Partly, yes. We can’t
afford to fight this battle on more than one front if our presence
is discovered.”

“Well then,” Jordan said,
leaning forward to pick up his empty cup, “I guess we’ll find out
what’s really going on in the morning.”

Jenna nodded as Jordan
started to straighten up, cup in hand. Suddenly, a burst of
razor-keen agony sheared through him. The pain drove him to his
knees, filling his vision with a kaleidoscope of bleeding colors,
as the cup fell forgotten from his nerveless fingers to shatter
across the table. His mind was turned inside out, images flashing
across his vision.

He was looking up into a
night sky from a spiraling perspective, as though he were falling
downward from a great height. A great, empty black hole filled the
raging heavens, and frigid winds and rain wrapped around him. The
smell of ozone raked its way into his senses as bolts of lightning
tore across the image. As he continued his descent, the smell of
blood and torn flesh rose up from below, and a thousand kindred
spirits suddenly plunged into the world around him.

Jordan felt someone grab
his shoulders from behind. Then he heard a vaguely familiar voice
calling his name again and again. Slowly, the cry began to cut
through the strange hallucination. The bizarre nightmare dissolved,
as more mundane images leaked in: the pieces of broken cup at his
knees, the smell from the bundles of herbs hanging
overhead.

But just as he began to
center his awareness once again, a terrified scream erupted from
inside the house. He felt Jenna’s hands leave his shoulders, and
heard her bare feet slapping frantically across the wooden floors
as she raced toward the source of the screams—Maggie’s
room.

Jordan staggered upright,
shaking the last residue of the strange vision as he reeled toward
his cousin’s room. His skull was still throbbing as he tottered
into the bedroom.

Maggie sat rigidly upright
in bed, her body quivering uncontrollably. Jenna was next to her,
one arm around Maggie’s shoulders, the other stroking her hair,
whispering that everything was alright, that she was safe with
them.

Seemingly unaware of
Jenna’s presence, Maggie turned toward Jordan. Her face was a mask
of dread as she stared blankly through him. “No one is safe,” she
whispered in a hollow voice, her eyes vague and distant. “It has
ruptured the veil and released the damned ones into our
world...Armageddon has begun.”

. . . .

“I should have known, I
should have known,” Maggie muttered wretchedly, sitting upright in
her bed, a cup of chamomile tea clutched between her trembling
hands.

Jordan watched from the
foot of the bed with growing concern, while Jenna waited on the
stool. It had taken them at least a quarter of an hour to calm
her.

“You should have known
what?” Jenna asked softly. Maggie’s hands were still shaking, the
tea occasionally dribbling over the sides of the cup to splatter on
the thick blankets pulled up around her trembling body. There was
such a long pause that Jenna feared Maggie was lapsing into some
sort of psychic shock. But slowly, either due to the calming herbs
or Maggie’s own resolve, her body stopped quivering, and her hands
gripped her cup steadily when she finally spoke.

“I knew that the
micro-fissures being torn into the fabric of reality had to be in
preparation for some sort of extensive enchantment. That much was
obvious, from the deluge of power being thrown around, but I wasn’t
sure what kind of spell would require so much raw energy. I assumed
that it might be the groundwork for an elaborate scrying meant to
discover Jordan’s whereabouts—or perhaps the beginning of a trap to
be sprung should he return to the city. I never realized what would
happen to the innocent souls trapped in the city, or what was
hidden there all this time.”

“What do you mean?” Jordan
implored. “And what the hell happened to us? Before you screamed, I
was having some kind of seizure or hallucination. I felt like I was
falling from the sky and all these—things—were falling with
me.”

Fighting off a wave of
nausea, Maggie focused her attention on Jordan. “I was right about
the fissures being the start of a master enchantment, but it had
nothing to do with locating you or setting a trap. The small rips
in reality were the linchpins needed to create one massive rupture
into our realm—a rupture that the thing Ackerman has become tore
open a short while ago. The vision you and I shared, Jordan, was
caused by that aberration opening up into our world. I felt it
because, even in my sleep, I was still tenuously linked to the ward
lines running from Seattle. You probably experienced it even more
deeply because of your connection to the Mondragoran
energy.”

“Oh God,” Jenna whispered.
“He used all that power to link the holes together, creating one
massive tear. He’s created the ultimate gate to the darker
realms.”

Maggie nodded sadly, then
continued. “Yes. Apparently he created the smaller fissures to
allow lesser demons access to our world. As they crossed over, he
drew on their power and the energy of their native realms to
increase the size of the apertures. He fashioned a zone of enormous
temporal and spatial instability over Seattle, then compressed it
all into one dense mystical singularity. He’s created a rift so
deep that I doubt this world can even begin to close the wound by
itself. And as we sit here, countless creatures—demons, imps,
succubi, and God knows what other twisted creations of the
Mondragoran—are sweeping into Seattle.”

“Sonofabitch!” Jordan
gritted his teeth. “They’ll kill everything in the city! We’ve got
to do something!”

“It’s worse than that,
Jordan,” Maggie interrupted, her voice heavy.

“What could be worse?” he
retorted.

“As that power was
dispersed through Seattle, it sent out waves of arcane energy, like
ripples in a pool of water. Those vibrations washed across
everything for hundreds of miles around, and because of them, I was
able to perceive for a fleeting instant other mystical constructs
in the area. Most of the magical sites, whether they were ward
lines or minor enchantments, were emphasized by the cascade of
foreign energy. But there was one small site that appeared as a
dead zone, absorbing and nullifying the negative energy that came
into contact with it. The energy waves were forced to move around
it, like a rock in a stream.”

“I don’t understand.
What’s so important about that?” Jordan asked, puzzled.

“That much alien energy in
such a high concentration is capable of many things, Jordan. It
might augment existing negative spells or enchantments, or react
against those contrary to its nature. Others it might flow through
harmlessly, having no effect whatsoever. But there is nothing that
occurs naturally in our world that could absorb or nullify the
energy of the Mondragoran. When we use native energy to combat
them, we either destroy their vessels, dissipating the energy into
our world, where it is diffused and loses its potency, or we force
it back into whatever realm it emerged from. But for something to
be capable of totally nullifying the Mondragoran’s energy, it would
have to be as alien as that power itself. Jordan, that null zone in
Seattle can only be one thing: one of the Foundation sites. They’ve
opened a rift over Seattle so they can begin a direct assault upon
the Foundations.”

“But why do that? I
thought they couldn’t succeed without me.”

“I thought so too, but
maybe it’s not that simple anymore. Maybe your very existence
creates enough instability that the Mondragoran will be able to
crack the Foundation. Or perhaps it is only an attempt to lure you
to Seattle.”

“Or maybe as retaliation
for Jordan’s attack on Ackerman’s home, they’ve decided to get even
by destroying an entire city,” Jenna added darkly. Jordan looked
horrified as he realized his actions might have led to the carnage
that must be occurring in Seattle.

“There’s no way of knowing
at this point,” Maggie interrupted. “What we do know is that as
long as that hole exists, the number of creatures entering our
world from the realms of the Mondragoran will continue to grow
exponentially. And as long as the rift remains, Ackerman has access
to an incalculable amount of power. He can draw upon that power for
any purpose he chooses, the worst of which would be the destruction
of one of the Foundation sites.”

“Then he has to be stopped
now, before he can do any more damage!” Jordan declared, springing
from the bed. “I’ve got to get back there and stop him before it’s
too late.”

“What if this is just a
trap to draw you there, so they can get their hands on the Child of
Shadows?” Jenna countered, standing to face Jordan.

“Maybe it is—but if I
don’t go, thousands of people will die.”

“If they get control of
you, the whole world will die!” Jenna retorted coldly.

“Jordan’s right,” Maggie
said. “Something has to be done now. We have to act on what we
know: First, innocent people are being slaughtered, and will
continue to die if those beings are not driven back into their own
worlds. Second, Ackerman can’t hope to survive much longer
channeling the amount of power he currently wields. Therefore he
will either attempt to break through the Foundations, with some
remote possibility of success, or he will use the tremendous amount
of energy available to him to retaliate against our world in some
other terrible fashion. Jordan is one of the few beings currently
able to infiltrate the area—he can use the Mondragoran energy
within him to blend his presence with the overflow of energy
already there—and he is capable of combating the kind of creatures
on the loose there.”

“Then I’m leaving right
now!” Jordan announced, attempting to move around Jenna, who
pointedly stepped in his path.

“Like hell you are! If
you’re going to take on Ackerman, so am I. You’ll need someone with
an understanding of the arts to help you cope with the insanity up
there.”

“Bullshit. You’re not
going anywhere. Enough people have died senselessly already.
Besides, Maggie needs you here.”

Jenna opened her mouth to
respond, her eyes blazing, when Maggie’s voice cut between
them.

“You need her to go with
you, Jordan.” Both Jenna and Jordan turned toward her.

“But—” he
started.

“There are no ‘buts.’ You
are one of the few creatures capable of infiltrating Seattle, but
you’re not the only one. I can link Jenna’s essence with your
residual aura so she will blend in as well. I can also maintain a
psychic link with her, so she can make contact with me and draw
power from the ward lines running through here. You will need her
knowledge of the arts at some point. At the very least, you’ll need
someone to make sure you don’t surrender control to the Child of
Shadows.”

“But what about you?”
Jordan argued, motioning toward her. “You can barely move. Who’s
going to help you while we’re gone?”

“I can manage, Jordan. If
the Mondragoran succeed in shattering the Foundations, none of us
will be safe. And whether I am bedridden will make very little
difference at that point, because they will scourge the face of
this world in the blink of an eye.”

Jordan turned back to
Jenna, frustrated. “I don’t want to see you die too. So many people
have died—Elizabeth, Dugan, Darien, Tobias....”

“I understand, Jordan, but
you can’t be my white knight. Both of us have to fight if we’re
going to have any chance of success. Besides, I have as much right
to revenge as you do.”

Jordan nodded quietly.
“There’s fuel stored with some of the farming equipment in one of
the barns. I’ll go get the truck ready.”

Leaving the room, Jordan
heard Maggie discussing with Jenna how they would maintain their
mental bond during the infiltration.

Jordan left the cabin and
headed toward the truck, which was parked in one of the small
barns. He vowed that, despite Jenna’s demand, he would protect her.
Too many bodies were piled up in his mind’s eye for him to allow
hers to be added to the funeral pyre.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

Something drew
six-year-old Matt from his favorite dream, the one where he was the
world’s greatest video game player, so he didn’t have to go to
school anymore. Untangling himself from his faded Transformers bed
sheets, he sat up, trying to figure out what had woken
him.

The storm was still
rumbling outside, and Matt pulled the covers closer. He didn’t like
the creepy noises the wind made as it whistled through the trees,
or the sudden crashing of the thunder. But Dave said he had to be a
big boy now that he was almost seven, so he wasn’t allowed to go to
Mom and Dave’s room if he was scared. Dave said he was too old to
be a “Momma’s boy.”

As his eyes adjusted to
the murk, Matt realized it was darker in his room than usual.
Looking around, confused, he saw that his Spiderman night light on
the other side of the room wasn’t working. Matt was even more
afraid of the dark than the scary noises outside, but he closed his
mouth just as he was about to call out for Dave. Mom wouldn’t be
home from work until morning, and Dave always got real mad when
Matt called him for a “baby reason.”

Lying back down and
pulling the covers up to his chin, Matt stared at the ceiling and
tried to imagine sheep jumping over his head, like he’d seen Ernie
do on Sesame Street. He had just begun to doze off when he heard a
funny scritching sound coming from under his bed. The image of
leaping sheep vanished, and Matt caught his breath.

He listened intently while
the thunder continued to crash outside, and then he heard it again:
a scrambling, scratching noise. It seemed distant at first, but got
faster and louder. Matt envisioned something like a giant roach
scrambling around on the wood floor under his bed—a hard-shelled
monster waiting for him to fall asleep so it could reach him with
its wicked, crooked claws. Throwing the covers over his head as the
horrible noise continued, Matt did the only sensible thing that an
almost-seven-year-old could do. “Dad, Dad, Dad,” he screamed
shrilly into the darkness, heedless of his stepfather’s anger in
the face of the thing lurking below.

Shaking and terrified, he
was still calling “Dad” when his stepfather lumbered down the short
hallway from his room, slammed the door open and flipped on the
light, grunting in a sleep-slurred voice, “What the hell’s the
matter!”

Flinging the covers away,
Matt yelled, “Dad, Dad, there’s something under my bed! It’s a big
bug or something! Honest, I heard it.”

“Shit,” Dave muttered,
irritated. He straightened his boxer shorts and rubbed the hairy
paunch of his beer gut. “What have I told you about calling me for
stupid crap?”

“I promise I heard it!
Please look! Please!” Matt begged, tears streaming down his
fear-flushed cheeks.

“Shit,” his stepfather
mumbled again, but he bent down next to the bed and flipped up the
covers.

Huddled in the middle of
his bed, Matt watched the lower back and bulging posterior of his
stepfather as he waited to see what would be discovered.

He heard Dave moving his
arm around under the bed. Then suddenly, “Oh god, it’s got me, it’s
got me!” he called out hoarsely, his rear end bobbing up and
down.

“What? What’s got you?”
Matt screamed in terror.

“Your goddamn doll!” his
stepfather yelled, jerking himself out from under the bed and
throwing a purple, dust-covered dinosaur onto Matt’s covers.
“There’s not a damn thing under there, Matt!” he yelled as he
straightened up. “Now don’t bother me again!” Dave stomped from the
room, flipping off the light and slamming the door.

The moment the door
closed, Matt threw the covers over his head, still shaking in fear.
He was sure he’d heard something. But Dave hadn’t seen anything,
and now he was all mad. Confused and frightened, Matt’s little body
was still hunched up and trembling under the covers a few minutes
later, when he heard the noise again. Only it was closer and louder
than before.

“It’s not real, it’s not
real,” he whispered to himself again and again, the tears squeezing
silently through his eyes. But the noise only got
louder.

“It’s not real, it’s
not—”

“Yes it is,”
a cold harsh voice whispered from under his bed,
like a deranged Muppet.

“Daaaady!” Matt shrieked
louder than at any other time in his short life.

His horror had so
overwhelmed him that Matt didn’t even notice when his stepfather
crashed into the room and the lights flared on. His eyes were
tightly closed and he was still screaming shrilly when Dave ripped
the covers from him and rolled him over, muffling Matt’s hoarse
cries with one of his big hands over the boy’s mouth.

“Shut up!” his stepfather
spat into his face, the sour smell of beer washing over Matt as his
eyes popped open like a china doll. “It’s four in the fucking
morning! If you wake me one more time,” he screamed, shaking Matt
roughly, “I’m going to give you something to really wail about! Now
go to goddamn sleep.” He stalked out of the room.

Dave could still hear Matt
whimpering as he stomped back to his room and slammed the door.
“Good-for-nothing candy-ass,” he grunted, throwing himself back
into bed. “No wonder the little shit’s father took off; damn kid
probably drove him nuts. I swear to God,” Dave muttered into the
dark, “you wake me again Matt, and I’ll tar your ass!”

It was four-fifteen when
something pulled him from sleep again. At first he wasn’t sure what
had bothered him. Then he caught it: a scratching noise under the
bed, like a rat. Swinging off of the bed and grabbing the baseball
bat he kept by the night stand, he dropped to his knees at the edge
of the bed.

“Got you!” he declared as
he crouched low, whipped the covers up, and shoved the bat
violently under the bed.

He was totally unprepared
when something yanked furiously on the bat, slamming his head into
the metal railing on the side of the bed. Dave dropped to the
floor, momentarily stunned by the blow. He was staring dazed into
the darkness when a rasping voice whispered, “Hello, Davie,” in a twisted
sing-song tone. A crooked claw reached out from the
darkness.

Matt was buried in a heavy
slumber brought about from the exhaustion of crying himself to
sleep when his stepfather began to scream. He was still asleep long
after the cries stopped. He didn’t even wake up when his mother got
home later that morning and found the mess in her
bedroom.

. . . .

It was seven in the
morning and unusually dark outside as Mike Roberts sat down for his
morning constitutional. Great peals of thunder echoed outside his
second-story apartment, joining the sharp staccato of the rain
striking the small rectangular window behind him.

Mike startled as his bare
flesh made contact with the chill toilet seat. He took a moment to
get used to the unpleasant feeling, reached down for the October
issue of Playboy at his feet, then settled back to wait for nature to take its
course.

He had just flipped to the
centerfold when the temperature in the bathroom abruptly plummeted.
As he looked around, disconcerted, the single bulb above the sink
began to flicker erratically, creating a strobe effect, and the
seat beneath him turned icy. Dropping the magazine, Mike decided he
didn’t need to go that badly.

Suddenly, he jerked
rigidly and grabbed the sides of the toilet bowl, a look of shock,
then agony, playing across his astonished features. The tendons in
his neck were standing out like cables, and the muscles across his
stomach and chest rippled erratically. A fountain of dark crimson
erupted from deep within the bowl, shooting between Mike’s open
legs and spraying across his torso and face. The pillar of gore
splashed up to the ceiling, splattering the surroundings with
sticky red liquid and small chunks of quivering, glistening
material. Mike remained transfixed to his seat while the debris
rained down about him. But as he continued to shake and quiver, the
grinding of his teeth reverberating in the chamber, his face
abruptly began to bow outward. His tortured features bulged forward
for a moment, then exploded across the room. The meat and bone of
his face splattered against the mirror above the sink. As his body
slumped against the toilet, something serpent-like with a thick,
glistening black body, far too many teeth and vaguely human eyes
slithered out of the dripping cavity. It flowed out from the ruin
of Mike’s face and down his body before the barb of its tail
finally flicked out of the ruptured head. As the creature undulated
out the doorway, leaving a trail of blood and remnants of Mike’s
internal organs in its wake, the young man’s body toppled from his
throne, slamming to the tile with a wet thud.

Hours later, after the
demon had left the apartment in search of more sustenance, the
sound of the growing tempest continued to echo in the room that had
become Mike Roberts’s tomb.

. . . .

Job still couldn’t believe
his luck as he staggered into his apartment with the woman he’d
picked up at Metal Death, soaked to the skin.

He’d hit almost every
alternative dance club and rave, in all the usual dank places, his
sole intent to score—only to crap out at all of them. He had
started to think he wasn’t going to get any, when he’d spotted her
at the last place he could think of. Long black hair, smooth tawny
skin, full sensuous lips, big tits, and an ass that wouldn’t quit,
all squeezed into a tight, red leather mini-dress. So sweet he
could taste her.

He’d kept his cool,
though, ambling up to her amid the raucous music and the hedonistic
bump and grind of the drunk and stoned regulars, and asked her to
dance. She’d nodded only once and they were on the makeshift dance
floor, her firm body squeezed against his lanky form, twisting and
turning under the spiraling kaleidoscope of lights, among the
sweating, pulsating throng.

She hadn’t spoken a word
all night. But every time he’d suggested something, from dancing,
to drinks, to X, she’d smile and nod. As dawn approached—the
regulars finally departing—they were lying entwined among some
stained leather pillows on a metal-framed couch, and he’d whispered
into her ear that they should go back to his place. Her only
response was to place her hand on his inner thigh and nod. Dashing
out of the deteriorating building, they’d raced through the icy
rain to his waiting car.

Now, as he drunkenly
turned the inner locks on his door and took her hand, leading her
through the dark interior of his apartment to his playroom, he
thanked God once more. He could already tell from the eager quiver
of her voluptuous body that this would be a wild ride.

As they entered the small
bedroom, he flipped a switch by the door. The room was immediately
illuminated by a scintillating ruby hue from several lights
reflecting off a mirrored globe suspended from the ceiling. An
irregular melody of jagged notes filled the room. The crimson glow
revealed that the only furnishings were a king-size bed with black
rubber sheets, its head and footboard made of twining black metal
rods, with a black metal chest to the side of it.

Job waited a moment,
poised beside her. This was the final step, the moment of truth.
She’d either go for it and it would be great, a carnal voyage of
pure ecstasy, or she’d rabbit and that would be it.

Turning to him and running
a long, white-nailed hand down the black silk shirt plastered
against his chest, she smiled coyly and sauntered toward the bed,
kicking off her spiked heels. When she reached the bed, she clasped
the straps of her dress, slowly sliding them from her shoulders.
She grasped the tight dress at the sides and gradually pulled it
downward, wriggling provocatively. The sheen of her bare back,
curving hips, and smooth buttocks tantalized him.

Without a word she slid
onto the bed, rolling onto her back and languidly stretching her
lean, muscled form. As he approached, licking his lips, her eyes
followed him. Still watching, she reached behind her head to grasp
the twisted bars of the headboard, arching her back slightly and
accentuating her full breasts and erect nipples for his
benefit.

Fully aroused, Job pulled
off his shirt and tossed it to the floor. His eyes still locked
with hers, he wiped his sweating hands on his tight leather pants
and popped open the chest at the side of the bed. His eyes roved
appraisingly across her glistening body, the swell of her breasts
and the thick triangle between her legs, as he reached down and
extracted four objects from the chest, dangling them before her.
She nodded again, her strange silence further heightening his
ardor, as he approached her with the handcuffs.

He methodically placed one
around each of her wrists, securely locking both of her arms to the
headboard. He snapped the third and fourth pairs on her ankles,
connecting them to the foot of the bed so that she was stretched
out spread-eagle.

Never taking his eyes from
her body, he unzipped his pants and pushed them down around his
ankles. Then, reaching once more into the chest, he retrieved a
short riding quirt. Sliding his wrist through the leather strap and
grasping it firmly, he eased himself onto the bed and straddled her
hips. Tracing the areola of her dark nipples with the tip of the
quirt, he smiled with anticipation. Oh
yes, this is going to be a good one, he
thought.

Leaning down toward his
mute pleasure toy, he looked into her shining eyes. “Well, my
angel, do you have anything to say before the games
begin?”

She gazed deeply into his
eyes and returned his smile broadly, her lips parting as she
prepared to utter the words that would be the preamble to their
mutual journey into the many realms of pleasure and pain. As he
drew his head closer, his lips inches form hers, she opened her
mouth fully—and a long cable of purplish flesh erupted from between
her lips and circled several times around his throat.

Job’s eyes opened wide in
shock, his hands frantically grasping the thick wet cord wrapped
around him. He couldn’t catch a breath as he desperately tried to
loosen it; the quirt around his wrist only hampered him as she
snapped his face within an inch of hers.

As he looked down into her
shifting features, her eyes sank inward, replaced by two pools of
quicksilver. Galvanized by pure terror, the adrenalin pumping
through his veins, Job lashed out with the quirt against her face.
As he pounded frantically into the side of her head, his mind
growing hazy from the lack of oxygen, Job failed to notice the thin
pink line that had materialized at the edge of his paramour’s lower
lip. Nor could he follow it, from his constricted vantage point, as
it extended the length of her body to disappear into the join of
her legs.

He had just discarded the
quirt and was frantically attempting to push himself from her with
the last of his failing strength, when he heard a wet, tearing
noise. As he jerked back, the creature’s tongue suddenly giving him
a few inches of slack, Job felt its body shift strangely beneath
him. From his partially elevated position, he could see the length
of “her” body. As he watched, the strange pink line bisecting her
body split, cleaving the entire length of her trunk. Both portions,
now separated, slid to either side. Thin strands of damp purple
tissue connecting the detached portions snapped apart like flimsy
tendons as the opening expanded, revealing a dark, churning
interior of pulsating red flesh.

Job watched, paralyzed
with fear, his body helpless and his mind shutting down from oxygen
depravation, as the sides of her body slid further apart and a row
of ivory, foot-long spikes emerged along each lip of the moist
opening.

Mercifully, Job passed out
just as several more fleshy cables erupted from the middle of the
gaping maw and entwined themselves around his narrow waist. They
pulled him downward so that his face and body rested flush with its
own, the middle cables drawing taut and exerting tremendous
pressure until his spine snapped and his body bent into an obscene
“v” shape. Then, as Job’s broken body slipped into the damp crevice
beneath, the lips closing over the majority of his corpse until
only his head and feet stuck out at either end, the succubus slowly
began to masticate its meal between its powerful jaws.

. . . .

Jennifer sat at the
rickety table in her kitchen nook, staring out her cracked window
into the bleak morning, silently watching as the harsh rain struck
the fire escape. The icy droplets striking the metal echoed into
her small apartment like rice pouring into an aluminum pan. All the
lights were off in her modest one-bedroom loft; the only
illumination came from the lumpy stub of a candle burning on the
table before her. It was the second one she’d lit since just after
one this morning, and the burnt odor from the previous one still
lingered in the chill air. It was now almost eight o’clock, and
when this one snuffed itself out in its small brass holder, it
would be time to fulfill the promise she had made to
herself.

The feeble light emitted
by the sputtering candle could not compete with the oppressive
atmosphere of the new day beginning outside—a day that seemed no
brighter than the night preceding it. But the strange shadowy murk
of this particular morning was of little consequence to Jennifer;
her world had been dark for weeks now and grew dimmer with each
passing day.

Twisting the top from a
bottle next to the candle, Jennifer poured some of the amber liquid
into a tall blue plastic cup. As she filled the cup, the liquid
beginning to drip over, she somberly reflected on how easily a
human life could be ruined.

At thirty-two, Jennifer
had spent most of her life alone. Neither particularly smart nor
beautiful, she’d always had trouble catching other people’s
attention. Not being the type of person who talked much—she was
deathly afraid of saying the wrong thing—it was beyond her meager
social skills to take part in the simplest conversation. Her sense
of humor was also quite stunted, and her only hobbies consisted of
reading an inordinate number of romance novels and watching reality
shows. None of these things had helped in her quest to garner even
one genuine friend in the few years she had lived in Seattle, let
alone establish any kind of romantic relationship. Then she’d met
Richard.

He was a temp in the
secretarial pool at the insurance company where she worked. One
morning, while they were having coffee in the break room, he’d
unexpectedly initiated a conversation with her—and then the next
morning, and the morning after that. Before she knew it, she had
opened up to him, and they’d evolved from the beginnings of a
simple friendship to being lovers. He wasn’t the best looking man,
nor the smartest, but he was hers, and she’d been happier than at
any other time in her socially isolated existence.

The weeks that followed
had been sheer bliss. Everything seemed brighter when she was no
longer alone, and all her new-found happiness revolved around her
relationship with Richard.

And then suddenly, one
rainy day in early October, it had all begun to unravel. First,
Richard’s temporary position with the insurance company ended and
he was assigned to another business. They went from seeing each
other every day to once or twice a week. Richard’s new hours
weren’t as flexible, he’d explained, and though she was unhappy
with the loss of time, she’d accepted it. Then a few weeks later,
she realized she’d missed her period. She’d immediately gone out
and picked up several home pregnancy tests and sequestered herself
in the bathroom. Three positive tests later, she was sure she was
pregnant.

A few days later, she’d
finally worked up the nerve to tell Richard. He was upset, and
perhaps a little scared, but he assured her he wouldn’t leave her
if she intended to keep the baby. Until then, Jennifer hadn’t
actually decided what she was going to do; but once Richard said he
wouldn’t leave her, she made up her mind.

Over the next couple of
weeks, Richard had tried to squeeze in more time for the two of
them, and while things were a little tense, Jennifer was still
happy.

Then one morning, after
having a few cramps in the night, she woke up to find all the
blood. She was confused at first; she’d read that some women still
got their periods after they were pregnant, but hers had never been
as bad as this. There was just so much blood. An hour later, at the
hospital, her doctor told her she had miscarried.

She’d been numb with shock
by the time she got home. She barely remembered calling Richard and
telling him the awful news. He had seemed sad and distant over the
phone, telling her that he had to go to work but would check on her
later. He never did stop by that night, nor the next night, nor the
night after.

She’d called him every day
for the rest of the week, but she got his answering machine every
time. Then, the following Saturday, even his machine didn’t
respond; confused and hurt, Jennifer drove to his
apartment.

Like a steel spike being
driven into her heart, the shock of her discovery was forced upon
her. She’d arrived at Richard’s apartment to find it vacant.
Hysterical, she had gone to the manager, who, after calming her
down, had explained that Richard hadn’t renewed his lease for that
month and had moved out.

Her day only got worse.
After driving to Richard’s new job, Jennifer learned that he’d quit
a week before. They had no idea where he went.

And that was the end of
Jennifer’s moment of happiness: that one brief instant, swallowed
utterly by all-consuming darkness. But the fates weren’t quite done
with her; they had one final blow to deliver.

The Monday Jennifer
returned to work, her boss explained that letting go of the temp
personnel hadn’t been enough. The company had to make further
cutbacks, and Jennifer was one of those.

Now she was alone, without
a job, out of money, and sitting in her kitchen on a chill rainy
morning, much like the one when her brief streak of happiness had
first begun. Her world had become a cold limbo without purpose or
meaning, a sorrowful realm where existence no longer mattered. The
candle was almost out as Jennifer broke from her melancholy
reverie.

It didn’t matter any more,
she’d decided early this morning, after spending another day at
home crying. She was too old to play this game, and too tired. So
she’d gone to the kitchen and found the only candles she had, a
bottle of scotch, and an almost-full bottle of sleeping pills from
the bathroom. She sat down at the kitchen table to wait for the
morning, promising herself that, when the light of the last candle
went out, so would hers.

She’d known a paramedic
once, long ago, who told her that the worst suicide cases he’d ever
had were the ones who had taken a bottle of hard liquor and
sleeping pills. In a macabre vein of humor that had completely
eluded her, then and now, he’d joked that if she ever wanted to do
herself in, a bottle of sleeping pills and some booze would see to
it that no one brought her back from those pearly gates.

Funny, she mused, scooping
up a handful of the small blue pills spread out on the table and
raising the plastic cup brimming with cheap scotch to her mouth,
how useful some trivial pieces of information can be later in one’s
life.

She was just cupping the
pills to her mouth when the voice echoed in her mind:
wait! Startled, she
dropped the pills into her lap. They spilled off her crumpled robe
and onto the floor, and she set the cup on the table as the voice
continued. Let me take your pain,
it offered soothingly, let me usher you into the comfort of the Dark Lady
eternal.

 Jennifer was too
deeply lost in her misery to be frightened by the dry, sterile
voice echoing within her mind. She was merely puzzled, and, as
though pulled by a powerful magnet, she felt herself drawn to look
beyond the rain-spattered window leading to her fire escape.
Beckoned by the siren call of an alien presence, she peered out,
searching for the source of the voice.

A tall figure stood there,
the torrential rain falling around, but seldom on, its spindly
form. Its body was concealed entirely by what appeared to be a
glossy cloak draped over its narrow shoulders. Long white hair hung
past its shoulders, the pale mane framing the sharp features of a
strangely androgynous face.

Jennifer felt an
overwhelming compulsion to approach this strange individual, this
ebony-shrouded caller who had come at her moment of need. In a
dream-like state, she pushed her chair back and rose from the
table, ignoring the long, drawn-out squeak as the metal-studded
legs dragged across the floor.

The visitor had not
stirred in the time it took Jennifer to reach the window. Through
the rain-slicked glass, Jennifer could see that the cloak was made
of jet-black feathers, like those of a raven. As she watched, the
occasional drop of rain that struck the protective mantle
immediately beaded up and rolled down the cloak—the edge of which
rested on the grill-work of the fire escape—disappearing into the
dark abyss of the narrow alley below.

Jennifer looked into her
visitor’s angular face. His chin was so sharp that it came almost
to a point. The cheeks were long and jagged with an edge like a
razor’s, and the forehead was high and smooth, the fine pale hair
forming a widow’s peak. His skin was devoid of color, with the
exception of a deep rosy hue filling the paper-thin lips. Not a
blemish of age marred the perfection of his eerie visage, yet as
Jennifer connected with his hooded, shining eyes, the weight of an
eternity passed between them. She felt her fragile self somehow
drawn past those glowing orbs. As she stood enthralled, the voice
returned, echoing in her mind.

There are other, more
pleasant avenues from this world than the one you have
chosen, the brittle voice offered.
Do not go blindly into the night, numb and cold
to all the dark majesty it has to offer. Come to me, and I will be
your guide to the other plane. I will bring you safely to the other
side and the pleasures awaiting you—pleasures denied you far too
long on this uncaring, callous orb. Come to me, Jennifer, and we
shall embrace the night together.

The visitor’s words filled
her mind with a hope she thought she had lost forever, and Jennifer
did not stop to consider the fantastic nature of her encounter as
she pushed the window up into its frame, exposing herself to the
storm and the enigmatic stranger outside.

The icy, wind-driven rain
struck her face, blowing her short brown hair back as she climbed
onto the fire escape. The visitor made no move to help her, but
somehow she knew this was right; the decision must be hers
entirely.

As you entered this world,
so must you leave it, the visitor
explained. And with his penetrating words, understanding passed
into Jennifer, and she undid the tie to the rumpled brown
terrycloth robe billowing around her. The winds immediately pulled
it from her body, sending it spiraling up and over the apartment
building, far from sight.

The visitor still had not
moved as Jennifer stood naked on the fire escape, drenched with the
chill of the storm, her hair plastered against her head. Each
breath of the surrounding gale sent intense shivers across her
defenseless body. The stranger seemed unaffected by the tempest
around them, oblivious to the fury of the elements.

As she looked up into the
visitor’s shining eyes, tears mixing with the cold water striking
her face, Jennifer felt the world begin to spin around her—and for
the first time, a glimmer of fear entered her mind.

Do not be afraid,
the voice offered soothingly. I will give you what I have promised. All I desire in return
is your pain, and we both know that is something you would gladly
do without. Of all my kindred you could have met this day, I am one
of the few who would trade fairly with you for the sustenance you
have to offer. There will be no more pain for you, Jennifer, no
more confusion, no more loneliness. I will guide you onto a new
path this morning, a path leading to a place where you might find
happiness at last. It is time Jennifer;
come closer, let me hold you.

And so Jennifer Marlow
stepped forward until her bare chest rested against the soft warmth
of the stranger’s feathered cloak. And as she stood looking into
his unblinking gaze, he leaned toward her, the folds of his cloak
rising until the glossy mantle enveloped them both, shielding them
from the fury of the world around them.

Soon the blood began to
drip through the grate beneath their hidden forms, mixing with the
cool rain, disappearing into the darkness of the alley below as the
stranger made good on its promise. Jennifer’s pain was taken by an
entity that had absorbed the world’s misery for eons beyond
remembrance, before his banishment by the sect of the one
God.

. . . .

“God damn it! Not again,”
Marisa snarled at the “print failed” message on her computer
screen. “I don’t need this kind of crap!” She pushed away from her
keyboard, exiting her cubicle in a flurry of pressed
silk.

It figured the stupid
printer would foul up on the morning that Garner absolutely had to
have the fiscal projections before the eight-thirty meeting.
Meaning he wanted them by eight, she reflected as she headed down
the short, gray-carpeted hall to the printer room.

Marisa had been especially
careful, with all the bad weather over the past few days, to be in
by seven-thirty, a half hour before anyone else, to make sure she
had the whole damn packet ready by eight. Now she had to get the
printer running again so she could get the packet slapped together
and on Garner’s desk in time.

Flipping on the light, she
spotted the printer quietly resting next to several others, each in
turn linked to another computer elsewhere in the building. She
peered at the message on the screen. None of the secretaries,
herself included, knew exactly what the obtuse “feed ME” message
meant. Some thought it had something to do with manual feed, others
said mechanical error; all they knew for certain was that if you
didn’t open the tray and shove in an envelope or piece of paper,
depending on what the infernal machine wanted, you couldn’t get the
damn thing to print. Marisa grabbed an envelope from a pile on a
nearby shelf, and began sliding it through the tray as she had
dozens of times before. But unlike all the other times, the printer
did not do her the courtesy of continuing in its required
duty.

“Shit, I haven’t got time
for this,” she yelled, kicking the closed metal stand the machine
rested upon with one shiny black pump.

Alright, keep
calm, she thought, smoothing the front of
her blue jacket.  Maybe it’s bound up
somewhere inside and all you have to do is pull out a few crumpled
papers. Crouching down beside the printer,
so she was directly facing its access panel, Marisa started to tug
at it.

“Come on, you piece of
shit, open up so I can fucking feed you!” she muttered, as she
popped the cover off of the printer and slammed it down by her
feet. Looking back up from the floor, expecting to find a wad of
paper oozing from the printer’s innards, Marisa was astonished to
find herself staring into three small sets of blinking yellow eyes,
bisected by narrow slits of emerald, like those of a cat. Of the
printer’s inner workings, there was no sign; the entire space was
filled instead with the hunched-over bodies of three diminutive
figures with grey, wrinkled skin. The heads of these little
travesties of nature were greatly disproportionate to their frail
bodies—swollen misshapen lumps, attached to wizened, genderless
bodies. As she looked at them, stunned, they focused on her
quivering form with their peculiar lamplight eyes, the green slits
expanding to twice their previous width.

The bulging feline eyes
were set into faces that looked like something a demented child
might fashion from clay and then step on for its own dark
amusement, the twisted features of each creature compressed
together in a gut-churning manner. None of the eyes of the bent
little creatures were even with one another, and their bulbous
noses were squashed and turned upward so drastically that Marisa
could see up the dripping nostrils and deep into their knotted,
hairless heads. Their black fleshy lips were splayed back from rows
of uneven, pointed yellow teeth, and between the gaps of those
teeth, narrow reptilian tongues randomly and repeatedly darted out,
tasting the air before them. To her credit, as Marisa sat paralyzed
with shock, she did not scream. At least not until all three of the
strange creatures squealed in unison, their shrill falsetto voices
cutting through the fog in her brain, “feed me,” and leapt toward
her.

Marisa was but a step
ahead of them as she flung herself across the room and out into the
hallway. She could hear their little clawed feet hitting the smooth
tiled floor behind her as she took off screaming down the hallway,
toward the exit.

As they pursued her,
racing after her with their bobbing, swollen-apple heads, sharp
jutting teeth, and spindly, flailing arms, the three gnome-like
creatures quickly closed the gap between themselves and her
shrieking figure.

As Marisa had assumed, Mr.
Garner was quite annoyed at eight-ten when he did not find the
fiscal report on his desk. He was also displeased to discover that,
despite her car being in the parking garage and her purse being by
her desk, he couldn’t seem to locate his secretary anywhere in the
building.

. . . .

“God sure is pissin’ on
the world ta’day,” Malcolm Rieder slurred, staggering among the
garbage cans and heaps of refuse piled in the alley between two
rows of tall buildings.

Feebly, he attempted to
turn up the collar of his bulky, multi-patched raincoat. The coat
was covered with such an assortment of decals that no sign of the
original fabric existed. Malcolm joked with his friends at the
shelter that it was his own personal coat of many colors, given to
him by the Lord himself. And as shabby and worn as it might appear,
Malcolm’s coat had managed to keep him warm and dry, for the most
part, even on the worst of days.

This morning was no better
than the rest, and Malcolm knew at his age and given his poor
health he shouldn’t be out—but he’d be damned before he went two
days without booze. The busybodies at the shelter didn’t like it
when a man got drunk on the premises, so Malcolm had decided to
take an early stroll with his friends Jack and Daniels, and drink
until he found that comfortable warm spot in his brain—that place
that helped him to forget how much his life sucked.

If it weren’t so wet and
cold, he wouldn’t have minded being out this dark morning. The
shelter was crammed full, and he didn’t like crowds. But it was
more than the blinding rain with its icy touch that was driving
everyone from the streets and back alleys into the shelters. There
was a wrongness hanging in the atmosphere. It was as though a force
beyond nature was behind the storm—a presence that made the shadows
everywhere a little darker and more foreboding.

The dread that no one
wished to voice was intensified by the fact that many of the
“regulars” among the homeless—those who foraged on their own in the
day but returned to the soup kitchens and shelters at night—had
begun disappearing. At first it had been just one or two, then a
handful, then more, until everyone was afraid to be alone. But no
one knew what they were trying to avoid. The city seemed to be
swallowing people whole.

So they huddled together
at the usual safe places like frightened sheep, hoping that
whatever was out in the darkness would eventually go away.
Unfortunately for Malcolm, so many people packed so closely around
him was far more stressful than any amorphous threat lurking in the
damp alleys.

That had always been his
problem: after a while, people started to upset him. And when
Malcolm got upset, he got angry; and when he got angry, he tended
to hit things. At six foot three and over two hundred and fifty
pounds, Malcolm could cause serious damage when he got angry, even
at the age of fifty-five. His inability to control his explosive
temper had been the bane of Malcolm’s existence for as long as he
could remember. As a young boy, and the only black child in a
predominantly white neighborhood, he’d been an obvious target for
bullies.

Malcolm had never run from
the bullies, but he was smaller than them, so the kids continued to
abuse him. Then, around age twelve, Malcolm began to grow. His
father had been a big man, and all of a sudden, practically
overnight, he benefited from his heritage. And Malcolm wasn’t
afraid to use his new-found bulk. One by one, he dealt with the
bullies who had been tormenting him. He taught them, the hard way,
to leave him alone.

But defeating his
persecutors didn’t end Malcolm’s problems. In many ways, it only
made things worse. He’d become so used to being hassled, expecting
the slights and abuse that were the prelude to being picked on,
that he often perceived insults from other children even when they
were not intended. And unfortunately for those children, Malcolm
now dealt quickly with any imagined slur. Soon, the other kids
avoided him, because they were too afraid of saying or doing the
wrong thing.

Such ostracism did little
to improve Malcolm’s social skills. Though he did make friends,
they were few and far between, and he never managed to hold onto
them because of his inability to control his temper—a temper that,
more often than not, led to physical violence against friend and
foe alike. It was as if his sudden gain in size had released an
angry genie from its bottle, and Malcolm couldn’t get it back
inside. He shuffled from one job to the next, losing them as a
result of fights with fellow workers, supervisors, and sometimes
customers. Even when he’d met a woman he loved, and who loved him
in return, Malcolm couldn’t hold onto her, because of the
uncontrollable rage within him. In time, he drove her away—and
Malcolm understood why she had to leave. He just didn’t know how to
stop being angry.

Eventually, Malcolm’s
frustration, pain, and inner turmoil drove him to seek the solace
of the bottle. He learned that if he held on as long as possible to
the warm buzz the liquor brought, his anger and his
temper—inseparable from one another—would not, could not, emerge to
ruin his life further. The homeless and destitute existence his
ongoing alcoholism led to was a small price to pay for the peace he
craved.

But that peace was being
spoiled with so many people crowding into the shelter. So Malcolm
had decided that, despite the weather, he was going to go out, find
some booze and relax, before someone really got on his nerves and
he had to hurt them. Whatever was out in the dark was for others to
fear, not Malcolm Rieder—or so he thought.

By now, Malcolm had
forgotten all his worries and petty annoyances. Staggering to the
end of the alley, he flopped down amid a damp pile of cardboard
boxes. This was his secluded spot away from humanity, under the
overhang of the dilapidated buildings looming above. With his coat
pulled tightly around him, a rumpled hat on his head, and the
comfortable feel of a half-full bottle in hand, Malcolm sat with
his back against a brick wall, legs stretched out before him,
staring up at the turbulent sky.

His body had become numb
to the weather, and he was impervious to the elements lashing out
around him. In his amiably befuddled state of mind, Malcolm almost
failed to notice a movement in the darkness several stories above
him.

“What the hell?” he
muttered, blearily struggling to focus. Far up in the corner, where
the roofs of two adjoining buildings connected, something large was
moving. As Malcolm watched, confused, the something detached itself
from the darkness and began to float downward, its angular bulk
gliding down the side of the building he was leaning
against.

His mind’s ability to
process information crippled by the massive quantity of liquor he
had consumed, Malcolm made no attempt to escape. The thing seemed
to be brushing against the side of the building, with a multitude
of short, narrow legs attached to a long, segmented body. Malcolm
tried to think of an explanation, but the only answer that rose
through his booze-saturated consciousness was that he was looking
at a giant centipede.

A flash of lightning
ripped across the sky, momentarily illuminating the alley. The
creature did resemble a centipede, though there had never been a
ten-foot-long centipede with the girth of a horse indigenous to
this world. But it was not the insect’s size that finally caused
Malcolm’s brain to register danger. No, it took the face of the
thing to set off alarm bells in his clouded mind. Where he’d
expected to see the head of an insect, there were instead
all-too-human features. There were only two exceptions: where human
eyes would be were instead two glowing, purple, multi-faceted orbs,
which reflected the brilliant illumination from the lightning
flashes—and where the mouth should have been was a long, sharp
proboscis surrounded by short mandibles and feelers.

As drunk as he was, that
image was enough to arouse a fear response in Malcolm. Dropping his
forgotten bottle, his eyes locked upon the still-descending
monster, Malcolm attempted to push up from the ground—but that was
as far as he got. In that same instance, two of the slender
appendages to either side of the creature’s mouth suddenly shot
downward, their barbed tips connected to the mouth by thin cords of
fibrous tendon. Before Malcolm could avoid them, they hooked, with
incredible accuracy, deep into the flesh of his eyelids and brow,
yanking him upward as he screamed in agony, the blood pouring into
his eyes and down his face.

The creature suddenly
ceased its rapid descent; instead of moving further downward, it
maintained its position, somehow gripping the side of the wall with
the ends of its stubby legs. Malcolm could discern none of this; he
was blinded by both blood and pain as the creature drew him upward
by the ropy tentacles, his body jerking like a macabre marionette
as the monster reeled him in. Terrified, the blood running into his
screaming mouth and choking his cries of agony, Malcolm grabbed the
slick cables and desperately pulled against them.

Fear and anger lent
Malcolm more than his usual strength, and as he yanked downward he
felt the creature’s body shift. Malcolm braced his back against the
wall and pulled even harder. With a warbling squeal of indignation,
like baby sparrows being burned alive, the demon was wrenched from
its position and began to tumble from the side of the
building.

The moment Malcolm felt
the coils attached to the barbs go slack, he reached up and tried
to slip them out of the ruined flesh of his forehead. Frantically,
he attempted to remove the slippery hooks, his hands shaking
violently as he began to go into shock, but the creature suddenly
ejected a trail of liquid from its nether regions up toward the
overhang. The chemical excretion began to harden immediately, and
by the time the stream connected with the building, the liquid had
become a dark, ropy strand.

The creature’s body was
jerked backward as it reached the end of its hastily-generated
tether; as it was drawn upward, with incredible speed, it pulled
the cables, still hooked deeply into Malcolm’s eyes and brow, after
it. With the scream of a lost soul, Malcolm was torn from the earth
and hauled into the cold night air, his feet dancing
madly.

No sooner was he airborne
than Malcolm’s own weight, combined with the vicious momentum of
his ascent, began to rip the hooks from the flesh of his brow.
Beyond agony now, Malcolm could only pray the fall would kill him;
sadly, it never came. The creature’s quills began to separate from
him, but another cable instantly erupted from its proboscis,
driving downward. The breath was driven from Malcolm’s body as the
new, stronger barbed coil penetrated deep into his lower abdomen,
catching its way through his intestines.

The force of the
penetration repelled Malcolm from the monster’s grasp. Feeling its
prey slip yet again, the demon quickly began to draw in its cables.
As the slack was pulled from the coils, one of the hooks tore away
from Malcolm’s brow, taking with it his right eyelid and most of
the flesh from that side of his forehead in an arc of crimson that
streaked across the night.

Malcolm felt a horrible
separation deep within his gut: the cable attached to the proboscis
was partially ripped free, taking with it several steaming,
bluish-white coils of his intestines. Unfortunately for Malcolm,
his intestines were tightly wrapped around the other cable. His
descent was arrested and he remained conscious and alive, dangling
in the air, thanks to the liquor in his veins and his shocked
system denying the obvious: that he should be dead.

His sanity now shorn from
his mind, Malcolm’s twitching form was drawn up into the dark of
the overhang, until both he and the creature disappeared from
sight. After a while, a rain of material began to fall from the
alley roofs. A shower of shredded meat and bloody patches cascaded
downward as the demon ripped through Malcolm’s glorious coat in
search of the succulent flesh beneath.

. . . .

“Lori, where are you?”
Margaret Winston called to her four-year-old daughter, as she
retrieved the girl’s yellow galoshes from under the kitchen table.
“Come on honey, we have to get downstairs to meet the
taxi.”

“I’m lookin’ for Dolly,
Mama,” she replied from her bedroom. Margaret heard her rummaging
through her toy chest.

“We don’t have time, Lori.
Just grab one of your other animals and—”

“Found her, Mama,” Lori
broke in, running into the kitchen with a worn and threadbare rag
doll clutched protectively to her chest. “We can’t leave without
Dolly, Mama,” Lori admonished her mother.

“Of course not,” Margaret
replied, noting the serious look in her precocious daughter’s clear
blue eyes. She patted the seat of the kitchen chair closest to her.
“Let me help you with your boots.” Margaret deftly slipped the
rubber boots over her daughter’s shoes, then grabbed the matching
yellow raincoat and hat from the kitchen table.

“Alright, Lori, hop down
and let’s get these on.” Lori acquiesced, setting her doll on the
chair.

“Are you looking forward
to seeing Grandma and Grandpa?” Margaret asked, helping Lori on
with her raincoat.

“Uh huh.” Lori nodded
energetically. “I just wish Daddy could go with us.”

“I know you do, honey.”
Margaret tucked Lori’s blond pigtails under the hat. “Maybe next
year.”

Margaret wasn’t really
sure if that would be possible. She and Mark had been officially
divorced for only a few months—and while it had been a mutual and
fairly civil separation, she doubted he would want to spend time
with her parents back East, even for Lori’s sake.

“All ready, Mommy!” Lori
declared proudly, snatching her battered doll from the
chair.

“Well then, let’s get
downstairs so we can get to the airport in time,” Margaret said,
straightening up and heading toward the door. A moment later, with
a heavy suitcase in each hand and bundled in her thick coat,
Margaret staggered out of the elevator, Lori close by her side, and
into the lobby of their brownstone apartment. As they walked toward
the double doors leading outside, Margaret could see, through the
heavy rain, a taxi just pulling up to the curb.

They stepped outside, the
cold rain slamming into them. The taxi driver quickly ran around
for their bags. “Stand right here, honey,” Margaret motioned to
Lori, directing her to a spot next to the steaming grate by the
curb.

“You’re heading to the
airport, right?” the cabby asked as he approached them.

“Yes,” Margaret replied,
as the burly man opened the trunk and reached toward her for the
suitcases.

“Do you think you’ll be
able to get us there in time?” Margaret asked, concerned. “I mean
with the weather as bad as it is.”

“Not a problem, Ma’am,”
the cabby responded, slamming the bags into the trunk and turning
to face her. “Ain’t many people on the road today. You’ll make it
in plenty of time.”

“Mama, come see the funny
wrinkled monkey in the ground.” Lori called out from behind
them.

“Just a minute, honey,”
Margaret responded distractedly, another question for the cabby on
her lips. “I was”—funny wrinkled
monkey? A sudden premonition of dread
washing over her, Margaret started to spin around, just as the
sound of something heavy and metallic being violently ejected into
the air melded with the sounds of the falling rain and savage
thunder.

In the half-second it took
Margaret to complete her turn and face her daughter, it was over.
All she saw was the metal grate smacking into the ground, bouncing
twice, then sliding up against the building; there was no sign of
her daughter.

“Lori!” she screamed
desperately, plunging madly toward the steaming hole in the ground.
As she dropped to her knees, calling into the dark gaping maw, she
noticed Lori’s doll lying next to the metal grate.

“Lori!” she screamed
again, frantically, preparing to dive into the hole, only to be
stopped short as the shaking hands of the cabby pulled her
back.

“We gotta call the cops,
lady! Now!” he yelled, dragging the hysterical woman toward the
apartment doors. He knew he had to get them away from that hole and
the terrible gray thing he’d seen explode out of it in the blink of
an eye, plucking the child from the street and disappearing before
the metal grate even began its descent.

. . . .

At nine o’clock in the
morning, a battered red truck bearing a young man and woman entered
the city limits. Though they might never leave, they freely crossed
the threshold of a realm recently plunged into chaos and madness—a
city in the throes of a terrible renovation, reshaped by the
twisted will of a disciple serving an insatiable entity.

This demi-god sat
patiently in a room far above the city, waiting for the first
tremors to brush against the insubstantial threads of his spectral
web. The vibrations would signify that his prey had entered his
carefully prepared trap.

Jordan and Jenna knew
there would be no turning back.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

As she lay curled in the
passenger seat of Jordan’s truck, the cold glass of the window
against her cheek roused Jenna from a fitful slumber. Her sleep had
been troubled, filled with images of a decaying city, the crumbling
spires of its buildings embraced by a dark tempest’s fetid winds—a
city where the streets flowed with the rancid blood of innocents,
and where the dead outnumbered the living.

At the center of that
turbulent realm had been a squat building surrounded by shadows and
encircled by streams of crimson. Like a worn boulder surrounded by
the flow of a fouled tributary, it stood precariously against the
warm, clotting tide that would engulf it, a timeless structure of
chill gray stone weighing heavily into a stricken Earth, a
sanctuary resisting the horrors encompassing the world
outside.

Yet below that place that
stood against the shadows, hidden deep within the bowels of the
corrupted earth, she sensed something terrible waiting—a creature
that fed upon hope and innocence, a nightmarish entity that knew
they were coming and hungered for their souls.

As Jenna straightened her
stiff, aching back in her seat, the dream frayed apart like tissue
in a storm-driven wind. The last wisps of the nightmare slipped
beyond her consciousness, leaving her with nothing but a sense of
dark prophecy lost. And as she blearily glimpsed the rain-slicked
road and the muted green passing to either side, a feeling of
foreboding overcame her.

Jenna glanced at Jordan,
who remained transfixed upon the road ahead as he navigated the
truck down the rain-swept highway. His expression was hard, the
muscles in his neck tightly wound: a predator ready for the
attack.

When Maggie had told her
about Jordan and what she thought had happened to him, Jenna had
felt sorry for him, but it had been sympathy without understanding.
Now she truly understood the terrible pain consuming
him.

When Jordan had arrived at
Maggie’s, he had been a shadow of a man, seeking comfort from the
nightmarish forces hounding him. Over that week, she had begun to
understand his tortured personality: his wry humor, his
insecurities, the sense of honor meshed with unadulterated hatred
that kept him going, the cold loneliness. He had lost so much in
such a short time.

She’d barely recognized
the man who returned to them—was it only last night? Although he’d
clearly been in a fight, it was not the physical but rather the
spiritual change that had shocked her. Where once the light in his
soul had been a strong glow in a sea of darkness, now it was a
flickering ember in danger of being extinguished.

She had been as relieved
as Jordan that Maggie had found the core aspects of his personality
still intact, though vying fitfully against the darkness. Much more
disconcerting had been Maggie’s warning to Jenna about how faint
and attenuated those remaining pieces were; Jordan had no idea how
close he was to becoming what he feared most.

Nor, she prayed, would
Jordan guess the other purpose behind Maggie’s request that Jenna
accompany him to Seattle. Their plan was not only to aid Jordan in
battle but, should the real or imagined creation known as the Child
of Shadows regain control of him, to destroy him rather than give
the Mondragoran the tool they coveted. Maggie’s spiritual link to
Jenna would supply her with a powerful burst of arcane energy, if
it became necessary to destroy the person Maggie thought of as her
son.

It had been the most
painful decision of Maggie’s life to request such a thing from
Jenna. But if Jordan were to become the Child of Shadows, there
would be nothing left of him anyway—not even a mortal soul to save.
And the breach giving the Mondragoran access must not be allowed to
be merged with this reality, giving the dark gods a fixed conduit
to this universe.

No, the nightmare had to
be stopped. All of them had become expendable, if the forfeiture of
their lives could stop the Mondragoran.

But as Jenna watched
Jordan drive, his bandaged hands upon the steering wheel, wearing
her brother’s old black leather jacket, the end of the world didn’t
seem quite so near. She could almost imagine that she was out on a
date, rather than driving into hell with a being capable of
destroying the world. She sighed. Such morbid thoughts had been
beyond her once, but now seemed to consume her every waking
moment.

The silence had been
broken only by the rhythmic squeak of the wipers and the heavy
staccato of the rain striking the roof. “So are you going to say
anything? Or just sit and stare at me?” Jordan finally
asked.

“Sorry,” Jenna responded,
startled. “I was miles away—thinking.”

“About what?” he asked,
glancing toward her.

“Oh, nothing much. Just
that we’re about to march into what’s probably become a major
immigration point for demons, and we don’t have the slightest idea
of what the hell we’re going to do.”

“Sure we do,” Jordan
quipped. “We’re going to walk on in there and say, ‘Sorry,
everyone, but we’re not granting any visas to those of demonic
origin this year. So you’ll all just have to turn around and go
back to whatever nasty, backwater dimension you came from. Thank
you for your cooperation and have a nice millennium.’ And then, of
course, they’ll bite our heads off.”

Jordan’s dark humor
elicited a faint smile from Jenna. “Well, I’m glad we’ve got that
all figured out. I was afraid for a minute that our situation was
hopeless; now I realize it’s just going to be fatal.”

“I suppose that depends on
what you consider fatal,” Jordan remarked with a lopsided grin.
“After all, I’m probably the most ambulatory corpse you’ve ever
seen.”

“That’s true, but—” the
vein of humor slipped from Jenna’s voice—“I wouldn’t want to be in
your shoes, regardless of the immortality they offer.”

“No, I suppose not,”
Jordan sighed, his grip on the steering wheel tightening. “I hope
you never have the opportunity. Anyway,” he continued, “before we
contemplate what we’re going to do once we get into the city, maybe
we should figure out how we’re going to penetrate the center of
this evil force field you described without setting off all kinds
of alarms.”

“I suppose I should,”
Jenna responded thoughtfully. “Unfortunately, my original idea is
not going to work quite the way we planned.”

“Why not?”

“Because when we outlined
the plan, we forgot to account for that crystal pendant you’re
wearing.”

“Well, since we’re almost
there, maybe you’d better explain to me how we’re going to
successfully infiltrate Mount Doom.”

“All right, I’ll give you
the short version. When Maggie and I were attempting to pinpoint
the source of the energy spilling out of the city, we ran into a
big problem. The forces were so powerful and all-encompassing, our
auras would have been snuffed out long before we could have learned
anything. Maggie theorized that, by linking your negative essence
with ours—assuming you returned to us—we could use it to shield our
auras and create a buffer between us and them. We might have been
able to scry further into Seattle without succumbing to the
darkness. But the energy is just too intense for any kind of
scrying at this point. Our next option, then, would be a direct
physical intrusion into the Mondragoran’s lair, masking our auras
with their own power, the power with which they infused
you.”

“Okay, so what’s the
problem with that? I’d be your Trojan horse. You hide your powers
beneath mine until they’re needed, and then wham, we spring them on the
Mondragoran as soon as we locate their Achilles heel. Assuming they
have one.”

“Well, the problem is that
pendant Darien gave you. While a properly attuned person might be
able to sense some arcane energy seeping from you at short range,
and even to identify that energy as negative, the pendant conceals
the exact nature of your power. Not to mention that when someone
gets more than a dozen feet from you, the trickle of power
dissipates so quickly it isn’t even discernable. Basically, your
psychic existence has been effectively erased to anyone attempting
to seek you out. You no longer radiate any aura, negative or
otherwise, strong enough to mask anything.”

“So isn’t that even
better? I’d simply wipe out your energy signatures as
well.”

“No, the amulet is too
specific and far too powerful to allow for that. You see, the whole
basis for scrying, as for many other spells, is to attach, via the
outer planes, threads of arcane energy through which information
can be siphoned. One of the core principles of your amulet’s design
is not merely to mask your aura but also to deny such filaments a
surface to connect with.”

“And what does that
mean?”

“When you wear that
amulet, most spells directed against you simply slip across you,
like water off a duck’s back.”

“Then why don’t I just
remove the amulet, and we’ll do this cover-spell without
it?”

“Nope, we thought of that,
and that only creates another problem.”

“Which is?” Jordan coaxed
her.

“The power lines are
concentrated most strongly within the city, extending in varying
degrees throughout the state. Since last night’s temporal rip,
however, there are now literally millions of minuscule threads
criss-crossing the entire country. If you remove that pendant
without layers of shielding spells—enchantments we don’t have the
time to construct—the resulting flare of Mondragoran energy would
be akin to a nuclear blast in the desert. They’d know exactly where
to find you.”

“Game over,” Jordan
summarized. Jenna nodded.

“So then,” Jordan asked,
tapping the steering wheel with a bandaged index finger, “what’s
the new plan? I’m assuming there is
a new plan?”

“Yes, we came up with one,
though it’s rather basic—but it’s the best we can do given our time
constraints. Maggie decided that you should leave the pendant on
while we attempt to penetrate deeper into the city. Meanwhile, she
created a spell similar in design to the one your amulet radiates
and overlaid it upon my aura. It’s not in the same league as yours,
and the closer we get to the source of the alien energies the more
it will begin to dissolve. But for now, it suppresses my own
mystical aura and conceals the psychic link to Maggie.

“The idea is for us to
forge our way into the deluge of energy as far as possible before
my enchantment collapses, after which you can remove the amulet.
Ideally, we’ll be so deep within the maelstrom of the Mondragoran’s
power by that time that, even though they’ll sense the sudden surge
of your power, it will take them time to separate it from the rest
of the background energies running rampant in the city. Hopefully
that will be enough time for us to act.”

“Which brings us back to
your original concern: what we’re hoping to achieve by throwing
ourselves into this mess.”

“That’s not exactly what I
said,” Jenna corrected him. “I know what we need to do: we have to
close this rift somehow, before the city is destroyed and the
Mondragoran can establish a beachhead leading to the Foundation
site we think is somewhere in Seattle. I know why we’re here; I
just can’t imagine where we’re going to start. Especially knowing
that, within a day or so, they’ll have completed whatever scheme
they’ve concocted.”

“Well, right now we don’t
know enough to act. God help us, Jenna, we may find that the only
way to protect this planet is to destroy the city before the
Mondragoran are fully entrenched.”

“I hate to admit it, but
you’re probably right.” Jenna’s shoulders sagged.

“Yeah, well, there’s a
first time for everything. By the way, in case you didn’t notice,
we entered the city limits a while back. It won’t be long before
we’ll be able to see what’s really going on.”

“Good, it’s about time we
got a better look at our enemy. But do me a favor,” Jenna asked,
fidgeting in her seat.

“Sure—what?”

“Before we face the
legions of hell, we’ve got to find a bathroom. I’ve gotta
pee.”

Jordan laughed. “Not a
problem. Besides, I’m exhausted.”

“Your wounds were pretty
extensive, and you haven’t had the chance to absorb any energy to
repair the damage. It probably isn’t physical exhaustion so much as
your body’s way of warning you that you need to feed.”

“Great. Well, I suppose I
can knock off enough of my fellow demons to regain my
energy.”

“That’s the spirit. Oh, by
the way,” Jenna remarked off-handedly, “did I forget to tell you
that Maggie’s concealment spell pretty much prevents me from using
any of my arcane abilities if I hope to keep it intact?”

A loud crack of thunder
almost muffled Jordan’s resounding “shit” as they continued down
the road.

. . . .

 The torrential
downpour, which had hounded them since they crossed the state line,
had dwindled to a steady drizzle. At Jenna’s insistence, Jordan
finally spotted a place to stop.

The run-down bar was
pressed between two taller dilapidated buildings. It might once
have seen better days, judging by its crumbling facade. A
sputtering, blue neon sign above its thick timber door declared it
“The Hole in the Wall Bar.”

The windows, running the
length of the bar to either side of the door, had been painted over
a dark blue-grey, a color that didn’t quite match the building’s
lighter exterior. To the right of the scratched and pitted door,
covering a good portion of the wall and several windows, was a
poorly painted picture of a round black hole and a few fracture
lines extending from its edges.

Both of them felt it as
soon as they stepped from the truck: a texture to the chill air
that defied any logical description. The sensation was empty and
hollow, as though the day had been stillborn. It wasn’t just the
oppressiveness of the storm, with its cold rain and writhing
clouds. As they looked around at the ramshackle buildings, the
trickle of traffic meandering sluggishly through the streets, the
occasional well-bundled person trundling across the road, it
appeared to Jordan that the entire city was being leached of its
life force. An invisible blanket of melancholy had been stretched
tightly across the city, weighing down and smothering it, its color
and energy slowly ebbing away. Extending his awareness outward,
Jordan perceived that the very marrow of its existence was being
sucked dry, leaving behind a dull and muted husk of a
world.

“Somehow this isn’t what I
expected,” Jordan remarked.

“Maggie warned me about
this before we left,” Jenna responded, her warm breath trickling a
wispy cloud of steam into the frosty air. “The malaise we feel is a
symptom of the decay festering throughout the city.”

Jenna removed a tan
raincoat from the truck. “This is how evil begins its assault,” she
added as she closed the door. “Not with hordes of demon knights
riding winged horses across the skies, but by weakening the will to
survive.

“This ‘feeling’ hanging in
the air,” she continued, thrusting her hands into the lined pockets
of her coat and looking up into the tumultuous sky, “will gradually
become more stifling. But most people won’t even notice it. Little
by little, they’ll just stop caring about their daily needs, what
they do, when they do it—whether they live or die.”

“Surely everyone can’t
fall to this? I mean, we can both feel it; you don’t have to be
supernatural to notice it. Some people out there have to be capable
of fighting it.”

“How do they fight
something that affects their feelings, their emotions? Most people
will believe they’re just having a bad day, so they’ll try to
trudge on through it, pop a pill, or smoke a joint, assuming
everything will be better tomorrow. Only it won’t, and during the
night a little more of their will to survive will be sucked
out.”

“Won’t those who know
about magic combat it?”

“There’s likely to be a
small element in the city whose abilities are strong enough to
contest it. But of that precious few, some of them will welcome the
coming darkness; for now, they have nothing to fear from it. Those
who would resist it will be targeted. Their strength of conviction,
their very determination to resist the attacks, will echo
resoundingly into the warped fabric of this reality, sending out a
call to the troops now hiding in the shadows. And one by one, those
who would oppose the evil will be dealt with. That was why Maggie
had to mask my aura; otherwise, simply by resisting this pall I
would be drawing the Mondragoran’s servants to us.”

Jordan closed his door and
walked around to Jenna. “As terrifying as the Mondragoran’s
creatures are, this is almost worse. At least with those things,
you have something you can actually fight.”

“Yeah, we’ll have to be on
our guard. We can’t assume anything or trust anyone.” Jordan
nodded, his long hair hanging limply.

Jenna turned toward the
bar. “Now, you might not notice it, but it’s damned cold out here.
And I really have
to pee! Let’s go find the bathrooms.”

As they approached the
entrance, Jenna glanced down the narrow alleyway between the bar
and one of the neighboring buildings. While Jordan patiently held
the door open, Jenna tried not to think about the pile of mauled
rats she had seen there—or about the kind of creature that must
have replaced the vermin in the city’s new food chain.

There weren’t more than a
dozen people scattered about the bar. Jenna immediately spotted the
restroom sign at the far end of the room and made a beeline for it.
Jordan sat down on a worn leather stool at the counter. As far as
he knew, liquor would have no effect on him. But after the way his
day had started out, he was more than willing to test that
theory.

The bartender, a bald man
with a red handlebar moustache and more tattoos than teeth, broke
off his conversation with three figures at the other end of the bar
and ambled over to Jordan.

“What can I get you?” he
asked, in a surprisingly high voice given his considerable
girth.

“Are you serving liquor
this early in the morning?”

“Friend, that’s the only
reason anyone comes into this place. If you’re asking, we’re
serving.”

Jordan laid a fifty on the
counter. “I’ll have a Long Island iced tea; make it strong, and
keep ‘em coming. When I feel a buzz,” Jordan tapped the bill with
his finger, “you get the rest for the tip.”

“Not a problem,” the
barman replied with a smile, eyeing the fifty. Mixing the drink, he
glanced at Jordan’s heavily-bandaged hands folded on the counter.
“You in an accident or something?”

“You could say,” Jordan
responded, glancing down at his hands. Slowly he rotated the right
one, palm up and then back again. “I sorta had to dig my way out of
hell.”

“Yeah, right,” the barman
grinned, handing Jordan his drink. The smile quickly melted away at
Jordan’s serious expression. His next remark died on his lips; with
an involuntary shudder, the barman turned and hastily retreated
toward the three patrons waiting in the shadows at the far end of
the counter.

. . . .

Jenna walked down a narrow
hallway and through a small storeroom before she finally ferreted
out the bathrooms. Whoever had planned the bar apparently had never
considered the possibility of drunken patrons having difficulty
locating the facilities. As she opened the door with the peeling
female symbol, Jenna wondered how many people gave up the search
and just used the alley outside.

The smell that greeted
Jenna as she entered the small bathroom almost sent her out again.
To say it stunk would be an understatement. Trying not to vomit,
she stepped further in. The room was lit by several bare,
fluorescent bulbs mounted in the ceiling. Unfortunately, the light
served only to reveal the worst aspects of the bathroom. The walls
were an unpleasant lime-green, and several sections were peeling
away. Others, especially near the corners of the ceiling, seemed to
be germinating a peculiar blue-black mold. A badly smashed tampon
machine hung lopsided near the door. Its swollen wares lay spilled
out on the damp floor like a mound of comatose slugs.

“Lovely,” Jenna
muttered.

Passing the small sink
with its dull metal sheet in place of a mirror, Jenna noticed an
exceptionally large can of Lysol perched on the blackened and
smeared counter. Realizing that it was cleaner than anything else
around her, she grabbed it like a drowning woman reaching for a
life preserver. She scanned the small blue lettering below the
picture of a green hill: “Mountain Air Scent.” “Yeah, right,” she
snorted. “Maybe a mountain where they dump toxic waste.”

Holding the can before her
like a talisman to ward off evil, she sprayed it liberally around
the room. When the initial stink had receded, replaced with a
slightly antiseptic floral odor, Jenna set the can back on the
counter and moved toward the next trial in her quest to urinate:
the bathroom stall.

Gingerly, she pushed open
the stall door. To her immense relief, she discovered that the
toilet was clean. The porcelain was a little yellow with age, but
it still reflected a polished sheen, and the odor of recent
cleansers wafted from the bowl. Although the owner had made little
effort toward hygiene in the rest of the bathroom, he apparently
felt the need to keep the toilets clean.

Trying to ignore her
surroundings, Jenna stepped into the small cubicle, closed the
door, and turned the bolt. She hung her coat on the metal hook
inside the door and checked to make sure there was paper on the
toilet roll. Satisfied, she hiked her denim dress up around her
waist and slipped down her underwear. Not wanting to take any
chances, she balanced herself so that she didn’t actually have to
sit on the toilet.

The discomfort Jenna had
endured for the past hour was rapidly relieved. She idly inspected
a limerick scrawled on the inside of the door. As she was just
beginning to decipher the barely legible writing, she felt
something brush tentatively against the inside of her right boot.
Her mind immediately suspecting either a rat or one hell of a big
roach, Jenna glanced down between her feet.

She was stunned at what
she saw: no more than a few inches high, leaning with both delicate
hands against the inside of her boot, was, for all intents and
purposes, a fairy!

Jenna marveled as she
stared at the beautiful creature. She was amazed, as it lightly
laid its pink lips against the leather of her boot, that such an
exquisite being would be in such a squalid place. Its form was
elegantly sculptured and remarkably thin. Its entire body was awash
with a variety of vivid colors, which coursed around it as though
it had jumped through a rainbow and emerged with the colors bonded
to its skin. The surreal being seemed to have diminutive breasts,
but no other obvious sexual characteristics. A tuft of honey-yellow
hair rose from the fairy’s tiny head, extended down the length of
its back, and continued along the arch of a slender half-inch tail,
terminating in a smaller tuft of fur at the tip. Extending from the
creature’s narrow back were two butterfly-like wings with clear
membranes. Streaks of iridescent purple and orange permeated the
wings.

“How beautiful,” Jenna
whispered. But no sooner were the words out of her mouth than an
excruciatingly painful burning sensation erupted in the side of her
calf. Horrified, she realized that the “fairy” had latched onto the
side of her boot with tiny, almost imperceptible talons. And with
those clawed hands and feet firmly affixed against her boot, it was
ripping and tearing through the leather with razor-like teeth, in a
veritable frenzy. With each frantic dip of its head, a motion
faster than the beat of a hummingbird’s wing, another pain shot
through Jenna’s leg.

“Shit!” she yelped,
jumping up and attempting to dislodge the creature from her boot.
But all she achieved with her frantic movement was to shake her
underwear down around the little monster, which only continued its
attack.

“Fuck you!” she screamed.
Then, in a flash of pain-ridden clarity, she placed her right foot
on the tiled floor, raised her left heel, and slammed it down on
the head and torso of the vicious demon.

With a sickening crunch,
Jenna pulverized the monster’s upper body in an explosion of pulpy,
foul-smelling yellow ooze. “God damn it,” Jenna yelled in
revulsion, kicking off her gore-smeared panties and yanking her
coat from the hook while fumbling with the lock. Flinging herself
from the stall, her body shaking with disgust, she jumped toward
the door. But her escape was stopped short by what she saw hovering
there. Literally dozens of fairies like the one lying crushed in
the stall behind her floated in an angry cloud between Jenna and
the only exit. Their furious drone filled the room like a swarm of
enraged wasps.

“Oh, hell...,” Jenna
trailed off, as the creatures dove toward her.

. . . .

The barman had another
drink ready the moment Jordan set his empty glass on the counter.
As he started on his third one, Jordan was fairly certain it
wouldn’t matter how many he drank; he wasn’t even going to catch a
buzz, let alone get drunk.

Darien had told him he
didn’t need to eat or drink, but Jordan had continued to do so. Not
for the pleasure—which was minimal, since everything he ate or
drank now seemed unbelievably bland—but because the simple act of
eating made him feel more human. He was worried, though, because
after several days he hadn’t used the bathroom once. He was afraid
all that food was building up inside of him and he might explode
like an overstuffed sausage.

But Maggie had done a
mystical examination of his internal structure. To his relief, she
didn’t find him crammed full of decaying food. Curious, Maggie had
requested that Jordan eat an apple so she could observe its trip
through his digestive system. Everything proceeded normally after
he chewed and swallowed; the food went down his throat, then
entered the stomach, but that was as far as it went. At that point,
it simply disappeared in a little flash of energy. Maggie theorized
that, because Jordan’s body now existed merely to contain the
energy of his essence, foreign substances—food or even non-organic
material—were simply destroyed before they could interfere with the
host form.

So as Jordan finished his
third drink, still completely sober, he figured that the alcohol
was being burned up inside him in some weird arcane
manner.

Setting his empty glass on
the counter, Jordan was distracted by a peculiar sweet-sour odor
drifting in the air. It was an unpleasant, cloying scent that was
disturbingly familiar, but he could not remember where he had
encountered it. Slowly he scanned his surroundings. The men at the
other end of the counter were preparing to leave. They were talking
loudly and drunkenly.

Jordan barely noticed the
bartender calling to him. “You ready for another, buddy?” he
inquired.

“Yeah, sure,” Jordan
responded absently. The last of the three men was leaving the bar,
the gray light from the open door silhouetting his form. Jordan
automatically adjusted his vision, focusing directly on the
shadowed profile of the back-lit figure.

Time ground to a halt.
Jordan no longer saw the man as he was—dressed in jeans, a dirty
brown sweater, and a long blue raincoat. Instead, he recalled an
entirely different image, which his mind placed over the reality of
the present. A man dressed in a stained and wrinkled gray suit with
a yellowish-white shirt; a dirty, spotted red-and-blue tie hanging
limply from an open jacket. Jordan also remembered an odor: the
rank smell of human sweat mingled with the unmistakable scent of
weed.

The door was just closing,
the men having already passed through it, when Jordan replayed the
last sequence of his anguished recollection. He remembered cold
blue eyes, set in deeply shadowed sockets, boring pitilessly
through him, their callous gaze denying the worth of his humanity,
the value of his existence. And then, as he watched, a string of
spittle dribbled from one corner of his executioner’s mouth, and
the rasping voice echoed once more in his mind. Jordan listened as
each syllable condemned him to hell. Every word uttered a nail
driven into the coffin that sealed his soul forever away from the
human race: “See, no hero, just dead
meat.”

The last memory was a
coppery, oily odor followed by an all-consuming darkness that
drowned Jordan in its cold embrace.

The bartender jumped
backward, the drink in his hands dropping from his fingers to
shatter forgotten on the floor, as a tormented howl exploded from
Jordan’s throat. The barman remained transfixed in mute terror as
the features of the man before him twisted and realigned in an
unspeakable fashion, the flesh of his face writhing like a viscous
boiling liquid as he launched himself from his stool and toward the
closed door.

The few customers in the
bar were as stunned as the bartender. None of them noticed the
muffled screams coming from the bar’s distant bathrooms.

Jordan’s mind was
submerged beneath a sea of black rage as he crashed into the damp
alley. Talons had erupted from his bandaged hands, ripping chunks
of wood from the door as he shoved it violently aside. He could
still sense the life forces of his quarry around a nearby bend as
he leapt, howling, from the bar. All he could imagine as he rounded
the corner was the pleasure he would feel rending the bodies of his
murderers limb from limb—the joy he would experience as he watched
the light drain from their horror-filled eyes.

And as Jordan Hanson, once
more wearing the form of the Child of Shadows, rapidly closed in on
his prey, he failed to notice the chuckle of another echo from deep
within his soul, a snicker generated by his suppressed alter ego as
it waited patiently for Jordan to give it access to the world once
again.

. . . .

Jenna had no time to
think, only to react, as the mass of lethal fairies descended upon
her.

In desperation, she threw
her coat toward the creatures, successfully snaring most of the
swarm. Immediately she released it, allowing the coat to fall to
the floor, taking the bulk of the fairy horde with it. But before
she could leap forward to stomp the churning mass trapped beneath,
she was besieged by the half-dozen demonites that had escaped her
impromptu net. She flung her arms before her to protect her face,
stumbling backward toward the sink as the savage creatures dove
directly for her eyes. She screamed as several of the creatures
grabbed onto her sweater and began chewing into her
forearms.

Jenna snapped her head
back in pain. One of the fairies had slammed into her cheek, its
razor-sharp talons sinking into the flesh. Reflexively, she tore it
away, but the creature’s claws, fastened into her skin like
miniature fishhooks, were ripped out, taking with them small chunks
of bloody flesh. She had a split second to notice the armor-like
texture of its skin, conflicting with its soft, delicate
appearance, before she crushed it into the unyielding porcelain of
the sink.

Frantically, blood pouring
down her face, Jenna pulled the remaining demons from the shredded
fabric hanging from her bloody arms. In a pain-driven rage, she
sent two fairies crashing into the metal mirror in an explosion of
yellow fluids. The others she ruthlessly smashed to the floor,
where she stomped their twitching bodies into a slippery
paste.

But she looked up in
horror at the sound of rending fabric. The bulk of the swarm was
rising up through the numerous holes they had torn into her fallen
raincoat.

“Oh shit!” she whispered
hoarsely, cradling her bleeding arms to her chest.

Jenna knew she could
destroy these little bastards with just a fraction of her
talent—but if she tapped into that kind of power, it would alert
the Mondragoran to the presence of a sorcerer in their midst. Yet
she was becoming too weak to continue fighting them physically. She
felt like a swimmer surrounded by a school of piranha.

Leaning unsteadily against
the sink, blood oozing from dozens of puncture wounds, Jenna
realized she had only seconds to make up her mind before the demons
tore her to shreds. Remembering the promise she had made over the
cold earth of her brother’s grave, a vow to avenge his murder,
Jenna had no intention of dying. But she realized her next action
might still result in her destruction.

Tears of frustration
running down her face, Jenna prepared to unleash a potent spell
that would disrupt the cellular structure of the demons. Swiftly,
she raised her left hand as the swarm swooped toward her, and moved
her right hand to the edge of the sink to support herself. As she
reached toward the lip of the sink, she found the can of
disinfectant. Jenna’s hand wrapped reflexively around the cylinder.
With a dark smile, she altered the incantation in her mind,
shifting to a spell of almost non-existent power.

Snatching the can from the
sink, Jenna directed it at the buzzing swarm. Then, with a simple
push from her mind, a small, bluish-green flame emerged from the
tip of her raised middle finger as she activated the insignificant
spell.

“Take this, you little
shits,” she muttered grimly, pressing down the button. There was a
powerful “whoosh” as the propellant ignited, and an orange flame
several feet long exploded from the nozzle of the can.

The fairies were far too
close to maneuver around the fire from the makeshift flamethrower,
and the flame ripped directly into the cloud of buzzing demons. The
swarm was propelled away from Jenna as the inferno blew through it.
As the flames licked across the bodies of the fairies, they
detonated into miniature balls of fire. With each burst, chunks of
hard flesh—and an occasional diminutive arm, leg, or head—spun out
from the center of the conflagration in streaks of greasy black
smoke. The fragments of burning debris floated through the air amid
a cloud of ashen smoke, small specks of sizzling fairies raining
down from the choking haze like fireworks. A few of the burning
pieces struck Jenna, stinging her face and singeing her braided
hair.

A pungent acrid odor
filled the room as the fire rapidly consumed the demon swarm. Only
a handful of the feral creatures had survived Jenna’s unexpected
counterattack. The smoke had driven all but two of them to the
floor, where they scurried around emitting high-pitched, pig-like
squeals of displeasure. Jenna made short work of them with the
heels of her boots, grinding them to a pulp while pursuing the
faltering pair.

“It’s not so much fun now,
is it?” Jenna commented, the swath of her flame tearing across the
wings of one of the flying demons. The fire instantly burned the
glossy extensions to blackened nubs and sent the fairy reeling into
the closed door of a stall. It struck the door with a wet crunching
noise and slid to the floor in a crumpled heap, the head twisted
around so that its chin rested upon its back. Its unblinking
faceted eyes stared vacantly, and a thin trail of green ichor ran
from the creature’s gaping mouth to mat the pink fur extending down
its spine.

Jenna fixed her attention
on the last of the demons as it spiraled erratically onto the edge
of the sink. The fairy crouched on the corner of the sink as she
approached. Its body was hunched down, its drooping wings of silver
and blue folded back like a butterfly at rest. One slender arm was
extended down between its legs, the flat of the taloned hand
resting on the dirty porcelain. Feebly, it lashed toward Jenna with
its other claw, like an enraged cat, issuing high-pitched
squeals.

“You just wait there, you
little bitch,” Jenna hissed, bringing her improvised torch to bear
on the spitting creature. But as she pointed the blazing can at the
demon, the flame sputtered for a second and then winked out: the
last of the disinfectant had burned away. “Damn,” she muttered, as
the creature locked her eyes with its otherworldly gaze. Emitting
one long caterwaul, it clumsily leaped, talons extended outward,
for Jenna’s face.

“I don’t think so,” she
said. She threw the can with lethal accuracy. The cylinder struck
the fairy a few feet from Jenna’s face. Upon impact, the demon
folded up in mid-air with a sickening squelch, splattering onto the
mirror with a shower of syrupy internal juices. Then, still glued
to the can by its own vital liquids, it plummeted into the sink,
where it rolled against the sides of the basin several times, until
its remains were mashed beyond recognition.

Weakly, Jenna staggered
over to her torn coat and picked it up from the floor. Shaking the
still-warm ashes from it, she wrapped it around her trembling body
in an attempt to conceal her numerous injuries. She pulled a wad of
paper towels from the dispenser by the door and gingerly dabbed the
wounds on her right cheek. Reaching for the doorknob, Jenna looked
back at the dripping and smoldering carnage. “Well, I guess round
one goes to us,” she muttered, her voice thick with
exhaustion.

But as she turned the
knob, a gut-wrenching sensation curdled through her. Already
weakened from her battle with the fairies, the psychic assault
drove her to her knees. Quickly, to protect herself from this new
attack, she activated her wards. As her defenses slid into place,
she began to analyze the oily darkness washing against her mental
barriers. The negative energies plowing into her senses were not
from an attack directed against her, but instead from a sudden,
intense release of arcane energies nearby.

It took her only a moment
to realize that the power was Mondragoran in nature. And as the
energy rippled through her and across the surrounding ether,
creating a mystic sound like a gunshot in an empty room, Jenna knew
its source. “Dear God, Jordan, what have you done?”



Chapter Twenty-Nine

The three men were
approaching a black van parked at the rear of the dead-end alley
when Jordan burst around the corner. Seeing his quarry cornered,
Jordan raced toward them.

Through the damp mist,
they watched the rapidly-approaching apparition with a mixture of
shock and morbid fascination. Their logical minds told them that
the rampaging demon advancing toward them could not possibly be
real, while the animal side of their natures, in a desperate
attempt at self-preservation, screamed out for them to destroy the
unholy creature before it reached them.

The being that was quickly
closing in on the Gentleman Bandits no longer resembled Jordan
Hanson in any physical way. His skin had faded to a chalk-white,
and the thick, pulsating blue veins below the pale epidermis bulged
out in stark relief to the cadaverous pallor. His face was drawn
taut against his bones, reshaping his features into a gaunt effigy.
And as he howled, Jordan revealed long pointed ivory teeth,
standing in marked contrast to the black, canine-like gums from
which they emerged. But most terrifying were the bottomless black
pools of obsidian that had replaced his eyes. Those seething pits
of darkness, with their scintillating silver specks, seemed to bore
through the men, piercing their souls and revealing the evil they
tried to conceal from the world.

As those shining orbs
gazed with unspeakable malevolence into their eyes, the men seemed
to notice, for the first time, the most obviously dangerous feature
of the screaming fury: thrusting out from unraveled bandages, the
elongated fingers with their pearly-sheened talons reached hungrily
for them.

“Holy fuck,” one of the
men blurted as he fumbled under his tan parka, searching
desperately for the handgun he had tucked in the holster below his
left armpit.

“Christ, what is it?” the
man to the right of him asked in shock, drawing a revolver from the
pocket of his black raincoat and pointing it down the alley at the
fiend.

“Whatever it is,” the man
in the blue raincoat remarked from behind the other two, “it’s dead
meat.” Pointing his handgun between the two other men, he opened
fire.

On cue, his compatriots
discharged their own weapons. The flurry of bullets plowed into
Jordan’s chest and shoulders, punching through him with
bone-shattering force. At such close proximity, the multiple
impacts knocked Jordan from his feet, sending him reeling backward
to land in a crumpled heap. He lay unmoving, the blood from his
various wounds slowly darkening the cold water beneath him. Arms
and legs akimbo, he stared blankly at the stormy sky, the rain
falling on his upturned face.

No sooner had Jordan’s
body struck the ground than the man in the black raincoat moved
toward him. “Leave it be, Ben!” the wild-eyed man hissed intently
to his dark-bearded comrade. “Let’s just get in the van and get the
hell out of here!”

“For God’s sake, Mitch,”
Ben muttered, massaging the back of his neck with his left hand as
he approached Jordan’s supine form. “The fuck’s obviously dead. I
just want to check his ID and see who the hell this Halloween
reject was.” Despite his confident words, Ben had his pistol
trained upon Jordan’s still form.

“I wanna see too,” the man
in the tan parka chimed in, scampering to the other side of the
corpse with the sort of excitement one would expect from a young
child receiving a treat.

“Damn it, Jimmy!” Mitch
yelled, as his younger, and mentally challenged, thug of a brother
knelt next to the body. “If Ben insists on checking the guy, fine!
But he can do it on his own; he doesn’t need your help.”

“It’s okay, Mitch,” his
brother called back, placing the muzzle of his pistol against the
side of the corpse and firing off a round. The body jerked once and
was still. “See, he’s dead.”

“Sure as hell is, Jim,”
Ben remarked, bending down and reaching into Jordan’s jacket in
search of a wallet.

“Sure as hell ain’t, Ben,”
the corpse suddenly responded, reaching up with its left hand to
clutch Ben’s lower neck and chin, and yanking the pistol from the
robber’s slackened grip with the other taloned appendage. The
weapon went spinning into a nearby pile of discarded boxes and
sodden garbage bags.

Ben’s mouth opened in
surprise as Jordan grasped him like a steel vise. The first two
fingers of his hand slipped into the shocked opening, razor-sharp
talons slicing indifferently through the hapless flesh, while the
abnormally long thumb ran beneath the jaw and partially around the
man’s upper neck.

Ben managed to choke out a
slurred “Gawd” a split-second before Jordan squeezed his talons
into a fist and savagely twisted. In a heartbeat, the tremendous
pressure the Child so easily exerted crushed his lower jaw into
pulp, splattering blood, bone, and several teeth into the air and
across Jordan’s chest. Before Ben had even begun to acknowledge
this horror, Jordan’s brutal torque of his jaw literally ripped the
ruined piece of flesh from his face.

Frozen in shock on the
other side of Jordan, Jimmy was given a momentary glimpse of the
Child of Shadow’s handiwork. Ben, his lower jaw mostly gone, his
tongue flopping obscenely from the gaping wound, was sent spinning
by the force of the blow past Jordan and tumbled face down,
mercifully unconscious, into the ground.

Jordan was still on his
back when Jimmy, oblivious to his brother’s desperate screams,
began firing blindly toward Jordan’s head.

One projectile
successfully struck Jordan, grazing his left temple and snapping it
violently to the side, but the rest slammed harmlessly into the
damp ground behind him.

Another particularly wild
shot found a mark, though not one of Jimmy’s choice. That errant
bullet slammed through the back of Ben’s head as he lay prone upon
the wet mud and gravel, demolishing most of his upper skull and
killing him before the Child of Shadows could exact further
retribution.

Jimmy was still pulling
his trigger, though he was completely out of ammunition, when
Jordan, without the use of either arm, simply sat up. A trickle of
blood seeped from a deep gash in his forehead, the thin rivulet
meandering down the left side of Jordan’s face to drip from the
cleft of his chin. His cold, dead eyes, filled with infinite
damnation, bored into Jimmy’s, ignoring the criminal’s pathetic
expression of dread.

Idly, Jordan dropped the
bloody meat clutched in his left hand into a puddle of water with a
heavy splash. Then, with an incredibly swift and serpentine motion,
he reached forward with the other clawed hand to grasp Jimmy’s
waxen face.

“Time to say goodnight,”
Jordan whispered, his fetid breath washing across Jimmy. Then,
without a glimmer of remorse, he flooded the mindless killer’s body
with a roaring torrent of arcane life force.

Jordan’s powers seemed to
have increased a hundredfold as he repaid those he held intimately
responsible for sending him to his own personal hell. In an
instant, his life-leeching energies tore through Jimmy’s body,
coursing through every particle of his being until the atoms that
comprised his feeble existence grew cold and still in their
orbits.

Mitch watched in stunned
shock as his brother’s body collapsed inward in an implosion of
ash. Gritty debris spewed from the collar and sleeves of the tan
coat in a brief but powerful ejaculation of fine particles. The
empty clothing fell to the ground, and a pile of dust was all that
remained of Jimmy Melbourne.

“No!” Mitch screamed,
grasping his gun with both hands and firing with deadly accuracy
into Jordan’s body. Each of the remaining bullets found its target,
the armor-piercing projectiles tearing through Jordan’s chest,
shattering his rib cage, puncturing both lungs, bursting his
spleen, and rupturing his heart. But Jordan was far beyond such a
mundane method of execution; Mitch might as well have been pelting
Jordan with rice. When Mitch finally emptied his weapon, he found
that Jordan’s body hadn’t moved an inch from its seated
position.

Exhausting the energy he
had just consumed from Jimmy, Jordan instantly repaired his
injuries, leaving him in better physical condition than before he
had attacked the three men. His unforgiving gaze now locked on the
last of the Gentleman Bandits, the Child of Shadows calmly picked
himself up from the ground and began walking toward the person
directly responsible for his death.

“Don’t you know who I am,
Mitch? After all, you’re responsible for my existence!”

“Wh-What are you talking
about?” Mitch whimpered, backing toward the truck, the spent weapon
falling from his grip.

“Don’t you remember me?”
Still retreating, Mitch shook his head numbly. “I’ll be glad to
refresh your recollection, since I know how busy you were when we
last met. You were robbing this bank a few weeks back, and there
was this kid you were about to waste—ring a bell yet?” His back now
against the front of the truck, Mitch nodded vaguely, as Jordan
rapidly closed the distance between them. “And there was this guy;
he got carried away and tried to stop you from shooting the kid. So
you shot him instead. You blew a hole through the bastard’s chest,
and then while he lay helpless on the floor, his life pouring
through his hands, you put the gun to his eye and blew his brains
out. Do you remember me now, Mitch? My name was Jordan Hanson, you
motherfucker. You murdered me in cold blood, and now I’m going to
do the same to you.”

“Oh God, no,” Mitch cried
pitifully, flinging himself toward the driver’s side of the
van.

“God can’t help you now.”
Jordan’s voice was deathly calm. “He’s in his heaven, and you’re
down here with me.”

Mitch dove into the van.
“I’m not going to die, I’m not going to die,” he repeated. Jordan
was closing in on the vehicle as the terrified killer frantically
yanked the keys from his coat pocket. His hand shaking, Mitch
desperately rammed the longest key into the ignition. The engine
roared to life; he slammed the van into drive and gunned it
forward, issuing a smoking cloud of exhaust. “Fuck you!” he
screamed.

Jordan made no attempt to
evade the vehicle as it leaped toward him. Instead, his arms
extended toward the van, he braced for the collision, drawing his
power around himself like psychic armor.

The van crashed into
Jordan. The force of the impact threw Mitch forward as the front
end of the van collapsed and instantly shattered the windshield,
cascading the interior of the van with a shower of glass. Mitch’s
head snapped viciously forward, striking the steering wheel with a
meaty thunk and rebounding.

Unharmed, his hands
embedded in the twisted metal of the van’s grille, Jordan batted it
aside. The vehicle skidded to the left, slamming into the alley
wall. Mitch sat dazed in the driver’s seat, hands pressed tightly
to his temple, the blood trickling between his fingers. A weak moan
issued from between his split lips, as Jordan strode calmly to the
side of the van and effortlessly ripped the door free. It parted
from the van with a metallic shriek; Jordan tossed it down the
alley, where it slid through the muck and slammed into Ben’s
corpse. Several dozen feet later, the door, Ben’s mangled body
hopelessly entangled in its shattered window frame, skidded to a
halt in a pile of refuse.

Mitch offered little
resistance as Jordan reached into the van and seized the lapels of
the disoriented criminal’s raincoat. In one smooth motion, Jordan
yanked the bleeding man from inside the vehicle and sent his body
hurtling into the opposite wall.

Mitch crashed heavily, the
force of the collision driving the air from his lungs and crushing
most of the ribs on the right side of his body. He fell helplessly
to the ground, his body curled in upon itself. The Fates had denied
Jordan’s killer, unlike Ben and Jimmy, the mercy of a swift trip
into oblivion—and Mitch was all too conscious of that fact, as he
heard the Child of Shadows trudge serenely through the rain toward
him.

His right lung collapsed
by the splinters of rib driven through it, Mitch gasped for air, a
crimson froth bubbling from his nose and mouth with each tortured
breath. A hoarse sob escaped him, as Jordan casually picked him up
by the shoulders and pinned him against the wall.

“It’s not your turn to die
yet,” Jordan hissed.

The dying criminal’s head
lolled limply to the right, where it came to rest against the cold
metal of an electrical box mounted on the building. “P-please,” he
stuttered, “don’t hurt me any more.”

“How dare you beg me for
mercy!” Jordan screamed, his talons digging deeply into Mitch’s
shoulders. Mitch’s only response was a choking gurgle, as his
remaining lung filled with blood. Jordan continued to rant as
Mitch’s eyes glazed over, the last of his life force ebbing slowly
away.

“I’ve dreamed of having
you in my hands ever since this nightmare began, of repaying you
for what you did to me. But there’s nothing I can do to make you
truly suffer as I have.” Sensing for the first time how close the
criminal was to departing from this reality, Jordan drew closer to
his victim. His hellish gaze penetrated to the murderer’s
soul.

“Tell me,” Jordan
whispered, his lips almost brushing against Mitch’s, “how many
people begged you not to hurt them, not to kill them?” Mitch had no
energy and little awareness remaining for a reply.  “No
matter,” Jordan continued. “I’ve already decided your fate,
whatever your answer.”

Leaning back, the Child of
Shadows grasped Mitch’s neck in his left hand, pushing him a few
inches up the wall. Releasing his grip with the other hand, Jordan
held the man suspended, the toes of Mitch’s wing-tip shoes barely
brushing the ground. “I can tell you’re about to leave me, and I
want your last moments on earth to be as miserable as possible—even
if they pale in comparison to my agony.” Jordan drew back his right
hand, talons extended. “Give my regards to hell, Mitch.”

Jordan plunged his hand
seemingly toward Mitch’s head. But his talons ripped instead
through the power box inches to the right of the dying man’s head,
grasping the high-voltage wires. Clutching the thick cables, Jordan
pierced the insulating coating with his razor claws, bringing his
flesh into direct contact with the current.

Thousands of volts poured
into him, temporarily paralyzing the muscles of his undead body.
But Jordan’s alien nature quickly compensated for the rampant
power, minimizing its damage, as it funneled the voltage into the
Child’s intended target.

Mitch’s body spasmed as
the energy embraced him, the power from the current literally
boiling the blood in his veins. A faint nimbus of sapphire crackled
around both men, playing across their bodies in jagged patterns.
Jordan remained uninjured by the pyrotechnic display, but Mitch’s
body quickly withered from the assault. His skin began to dry and
crack; then deep fissures opened across his body, the flesh
rupturing like a sausage left too long in a microwave. His hair
singed, his lips blackened, while hot blood rolled from his wounds.
With a wet pop, both of his eyes suddenly burst in their sockets,
the steaming liquid dripping down his cheeks like the tears of the
damned. Then, as the smell of roasting meat drifted upward, Jordan
sensed a psychic shudder from his victim: the first tremor
signaling the detachment of the soul from its transitory
shelter.

With a broken wheeze,
Mitch issued his last breath in a puff of wispy gray smoke.
Now you’re dead meat too, Jordan reflected. Mitch’s body began to ignite, greasy
strings of black smoke climbing up through the sporadic
rainfall.

 Jordan, his rage
spent, allowed the red haze that had filled his senses to
dissipate. He attempted to release his grip on the power cables,
only to discover that his hand had fused with them, merging with
their melted coatings. He was unable to detach himself.

Puzzled but unconcerned,
Jordan strove to regain control over the sluggish muscles of his
left arm, intending to drop Mitch’s corpse and then pry his other
hand free. Apart from the trauma to his hand, the current was
causing minimal damage to Jordan’s body, although he noticed the
cuffs of his jacket were singed. His only concern was to extricate
himself before someone—or something—came along and saw
him.

But as he finally managed
to withdraw his claws from around Mitch’s sizzling body, allowing
it to flop against the wall, Jordan heard, for the first time, a
low hum, and felt a strange vibration against the middle of his
chest. Slowly, he slipped his left hand into his jacket and pressed
it flat against his shirt.

 He realized
immediately that the source of the pulsating vibration was the
crystal pendant lying against his skin. Fully aware of it for the
first time, Jordan noticed that the resonating amulet felt hot
against his cold flesh, a fact he had filtered out while channeling
the electricity. In fact, as he concentrated on the pendant, Jordan
realized that there was a correlation between the artifact’s
vibrations and the power flowing through him. With each flush of
energy through his system, the tempo of the vibration increased, as
did the heat, until the pendant was actually burning into his
chest. Concerned, Jordan reached into his shirt to remove Darien’s
gift.

Jordan’s fingertips were
just touching the scalding object when an all-too-familiar inner
voice whispered into his mind. You should
pay more attention to your surroundings, brother. The penalty for
ignorance can be quite severe. The instant
the oily words of his darker half echoed into his being, the
crystal pendant, its fragile matrix stressed beyond endurance by
the raw power filtering through him, exploded.

The blast threw Jordan
backward, ripping his hand free from the conduits and propelling
him through the air. He lay unmoving on the ground, a gaping
wound—peppered with splinters of crystal—in his chest.

. . . .

In a filthy bathroom at
the other end of the alley, Jenna was driven gagging to her knees
in blind agony, as her mystic senses were cruelly assaulted. Her
defenses were momentarily overwhelmed as the darkling power of the
Mondragoran’s first Child, its energy signature no longer
suppressed by the Druid’s crystal, was released into the
surrounding ether. Wiping her own bile on the sleeve of her
sweater, she staggered from the bathroom in search of Jordan,
wondering whether his sanity would still be intact.

. . . .

Elsewhere in the city, a
man whose eyes had seen the passage of generations perceived the
destruction of a special gift he once gave to a frightened young
man. Effortlessly, using arcane skills mastered by centuries of
practice, he triangulated the position of the object’s
obliteration. He looked solemnly across the table at which he was
seated into the bushy features of one of his closest
friends.

. . . .

A ponderous bulk shifted
its oozing mass in the dank murk beneath myriad corridors of hewn
stone. Lurking deep below the hallowed site shielding the world
from eternal darkness, it undulated with hideous pleasure, its
finely attuned senses alerting it to the nearby existence of a
kindred being—an entity that hovered between the realm of immortal
and godhood.

The Child has returned, as
I knew he would once I tore the veil between this world and the
outer realms, the creature that was once
Lord Ackerman whispered sibilantly into the twisted mind of its
changeling construct.

Her Lord’s body had begun
to reek noticeably of corruption and decay, the frail casing of his
mortal flesh decomposing under the onslaught of the energies
trapped within. Ignoring the putrefying odor, Elizabeth Summers
glided through the darkness to her bloated god’s side, laying her
head worshipfully upon his lap.

Her left cheek resting on
his bare, fevered flank, her arms wrapped around his legs,
Elizabeth’s naked body quivered as her god absently stroked her
long hair, the inky black concealing his grotesquely mutated hand.
Each digit was distended to the point that he could barely move it.
The tremendous internal pressure from the alien energies churning
within him had hideously ballooned the translucent flesh of his
hand, stretching the skin so tightly that it had begun to rupture
from the stress. Each caress of the inflated appendage through her
luxuriant hair left a slimy trail of glistening mucous, the sticky
residue leaking through Ackerman’s suppurating wounds.

“What would you have me
do, Master?” she whispered, her tongue darting from the corner of
her mouth to lap at the sweat and pus seeping from his pores and
congealing on his inner thigh.

You will bring him to me,
dearest daughter. This body is quickly failing, and I must soon
have the carcass of the Child if I am to survive.

“Then I shall gather our
forces and crush him, my Lord. I will drag him broken and screaming
on his knees before your majesty, begging for your forgiveness in
his final hour.”

The darkness within the
stone tomb concealed Ackerman’s dripping smile. I am touched by your unflagging loyalty, Elizabeth, as well
as your zeal to bring me your paramour’s head,
but—his fist curled into her hair, drawing
her head painfully upward —do not be
careless and underestimate his power once again, daughter. The
stakes are far too high this time.

She nodded slightly and
his grip slackened, though his hand remained wrapped in her
hair. You are still no physical match for
him. While it is possible that the combined strength of my troops
might bring the Child down, such an endeavor would take time, and
that is a commodity we are sadly lacking. He began absently to stroke her hair again.
Besides, it is not just the Child I desire
anymore. I have also become aware of the presence of those
responsible for aiding him and for causing so many of my recent
troubles. And I have devised certain punishments for these
individuals. I want them brought to me, so that prior to casting
his soul to our dread Lords, I might have the pleasure of
destroying each of them before your lover’s eyes.

“How do you wish me to go
about gathering the others, my Lord?”

It will not be necessary
for you to collect all of them. They will find their own way soon
enough. All you need do is locate the one you knew as Jordan
Hanson. And that, for whatever reason, is no longer a challenge:
his life force resonates into the ether.

“And when I have found
him, what do you want me to do?”

What you so fervently
desire, my dear: hurt him. Take a cadre of the troops and punish
him for defying us.

“But Master, if is not
possible for me to defeat him, why do you wish me to attack him?”
Elizabeth asked, confused.

So that, in your failure,
you will draw him to us. For he will destroy the demons you take
against him. But do not think I want you to sacrifice yourself to
him—far from it. You are to make certain that you, above all,
survive the encounter and draw him to this place. You must convince
him that we fear him and do not want him to find us. If he thinks I
wish to keep him away, he will try all the harder to reach me. And
you, daughter, will ensure that he does reach me, and
soon.

You will place some
obstacles before him, of course, so that neither he nor his friends
will believe we are leading them. With each successive assault,
leave a few more blood-soaked bread crumbs to ensure he is kept on
the path that will draw him directly into our trap. Then, when he
is within the warrens here below the Foundation, we will bring
everything we have to bear upon him. We will force him into the
deepest bowels of this place and straight to my waiting arms, where
I will suck away his power and use it to bring the Mondragoran
through to this world!

“What of the others, the
ones with him? What if I accidentally kill one of them in
attempting to draw Jordan to us? It may be difficult for me to
preserve their lives and still give the appearance that we do not
want Jordan to find us.”

Her Lord pondered for a
moment; then his melodic voice echoed into her mind and
soul. Your point is valid, my Child. You
may consider them expendable if necessary. He sensed her inner pleasure blossom at the prospect of
spilling innocent blood. Their deaths will
serve only to further spur him toward us.

Slowly, Elizabeth picked
herself up from the cold dirt floor, so that she stood before
Ackerman’s rippling bulk, squeezed into a large stone chair. “I
will see that your will is done.” Turning, she exited down a
shadowy corridor leading to the upper levels of their secret
place.

Ackerman’s flickering
eyes, a thin milky film developing over them, followed her
passage. Everything I have ever desired
will be mine, he reflected,
once the mantle of godhood you so foolishly
refused is passed to me in its entirety. And then I will have my
revenge against you, Jordan Hanson, Child of Shadows. I will
personally feed your soul to the Mondragoran.

His faithful servant gone,
Ackerman was free to wallow in the agony from the rampant energy
coursing through his body. It was a power that would continue to
build every hour, warping and decimating his genetic pattern.
Eventually, his body would explode from the strain, releasing back
into the infinite the eternal forces temporarily bound within him,
and spreading his powerless consciousness across the cosmos for all
eternity.

Time is short, daughter;
be swift and bring me the renegade’s vessel before it is too
late, he prayed silently. His cracked
lips, now swollen shut, denied him the ability even to whisper to
himself in the solitude of his darkness.

. . . .

The ancient presence
continued to observe as the game pieces were maneuvered into their
final and unavoidable positions. With a patience befitting the
eternal, it waited to see if it might yet claim victory—and, if
not, whether there would still be time to cauterize the
Mondragoran’s newly-acquired realm before the insatiable ones
attempted to pass beyond it. But as it watched, the ancient
presence began to fear that the bloated ones had grown in power
since the last battle. Perhaps destroying the final barricade might
not be enough to deny them entry into the realm of undefiled
light.

. . . .

Jordan sat up slowly. His
mind was foggy and his chest was sore from the ragged wound, but
apart from that he felt no discomfort. Glancing at his right hand,
however, he could see that the damage went far beyond the cosmetic.
Most of the flesh on his palm had been burned away, revealing raw,
glistening muscle and sinew. In a few places, the tissue was so
severely burnt that Jordan could actually see the fine bones inside
his hand.

“Shit,” he muttered,
flexing the ravaged appendage. He wiggled each gory finger
experimentally; given the severity of the damage, he was amazed at
their flexibility. He glanced down at his chest. Most of the force
from the blast had been directed outward, ripping a hole through
his shirt, but there was also a shredded patch of flesh about three
inches in diameter above his solar plexus. Sparkling shards of
crystal were embedded in the glistening wound.

The soreness in his chest
had faded to a mild tingling sensation, and Jordan quickly
discovered that, due to his body’s reconstructive abilities, the
injury was not too serious. Although his index finger penetrated
about a half-inch into the wound, it immediately met the firm
resistance of his breastbone thereafter, suggesting that none of
the talisman’s fragments went beyond that point.

Considering his body’s
ability to dispose of such unwanted debris, Jordan wouldn’t
normally have given the crystal fragments a moment’s thought. But
after encountering the ensorcelled bullets and swords used by
Ackerman’s followers, the idea of having pieces of a powerful
magical artifact floating around inside his body was a bit
disconcerting.

He had just started
digging out the few jagged pieces of crystal he could see, when he
felt the presence of another life force entering the
alley.

. . . .

Jenna moved tentatively
toward the motionless figure seated on the wet ground, its back to
her. A peculiar, acrid odor—charred flesh mingled with
ozone—drifted toward her. She gagged, and covered her mouth with
her sleeve. As Jenna’s eyes adjusted to the damp gloom, she quickly
discovered the cause of the mystical assault on her
senses.

A bent car door was
embedded in a mound of ruptured garbage bags to her right. A
horribly mangled, barely recognizable body, festooned with refuse,
lay entangled in the twisted metal and broken glass. Oozing from
countless rips and tears, dark blood flowed freely from the ravaged
corpse to mingle with the cold, oily water at her feet.

An emptiness opened in the
pit of Jenna’s stomach. She turned toward Jordan, who remained
seated with his back to her, his strange silence further unnerving
her. Willing herself to approach him once more, Jenna never noticed
as she stepped through a small pile of crumpled clothing and sodden
ash. Then she stopped short again, catching sight of a burnt object
propped against the wall.

The wretched thing
appeared to be the remnants of a human being, but only vaguely. The
torso was a blackened, withered husk, the appendages seared away so
that what once were arms and legs were now nothing more than
charred stumps. The only recognizable human feature was the still
sizzling, eyeless skull, resting upon the shrunken shoulders of the
corpse. The cavernous hole that once had been a mouth screamed
silently in naked anguish, a wisp of gray smoke trickling between
its scorched teeth into the morning mist.

A voice echoed down the
alley, drawing her from her stupor. “I had to do it, Jenna. They
had to be punished for what they did to me.” The voice resonated
hollowly into the air, as though from a sepulcher buried deep in
the earth. Jenna stared in horror as Jordan slowly pushed himself
up from the ground. Absently, she noticed that his long shining
talons dug small furrows into the ground as he rose. Several large
holes peppered the back and shoulders of his jacket.

Her mouth and throat were
so parched with dread that, when she finally spoke, her tongue
stuck momentarily to the roof of her mouth. “Wh-who were these
people, Jordan?” she stuttered.

“The newspapers called
them the Gentlemen Bandits; they were the guys who killed me.
They’re the reason I was thrown into this nightmare,” he
replied.

Understanding, if not
acceptance, dawned on Jenna. She realized how deeply he must have
reached into the evil festering within his soul to exact his
revenge. Steeling herself for the worst, she shook off her horror
and disgust and prepared to take control of the situation while
there might still be something left to salvage.

“Jordan, turn around and
face me.”

“I don’t think you want me
to do that,” he replied.

“Cut the melodramatic
crap,” she retorted. “In case you haven’t realized it already, in
the process of killing these men you have destroyed Darien’s
pendant. You’ve prematurely released your energy signature on the
periphery of the Mondragoran’s power instead of within it: you’re
no longer hidden from them, Jordan. And if they’re aware of you, it
won’t take them long to discover me either. The shit’s hit the fan
now, so get a grip on things and prove to me you’re still capable
of fighting them. Or, I swear to God, I’ll destroy you right now,
before their followers get here and take control of
you.”

Jenna managed to conceal
her revulsion as Jordan pivoted toward her. “You can’t really
believe that, with that flimsy line of energy connecting you to
Maggie, you have the power to destroy me,” he declared callously,
glowering at her with shining, ebony eyes.

“I don’t know what I’m
capable of, Jordan, if that name still means anything to you. But I
know that there’s more Mondragoran energy in you now than when you
arrived at Maggie’s last night. I can only assume, from your
physical transformation, that you’ve embraced their power
again.”

Jordan realized that Jenna
was priming her mystic connection to Maggie. “Maggie and I swore
we’d destroy you ourselves before we’d ever allow you to merge with
the Mondragoran.”

A vicious little voice
chuckled deep within Jordan’s clouded mind. So much for true love—apparently even Saint Maggie is ready
to kill you now. A familiar white-hot rage
flowered within him. He felt overwhelming anger and pain that the
person he most cared for wanted to destroy him. He had the urge to
lash out against Jenna, to punish her for the grief she and Maggie
were causing him.

But as his anger built,
fueled by the hatred of his alien parasite, Jordan sensed not only
fear but pain, as Jenna prepared her futile attack. He perceived an
anguish within her that was akin to his own: a sorrow that came
from loneliness and great loss. Her unexpected grief caught him off
guard. Like a bucket of cold water, it shocked his
senses.

“You don’t want to do
this, do you?” he whispered.

Tears ran down Jenna’s
face as she positioned her hands before her, ready to tap into her
power. “No, damn it, I don’t! I’ve seen the man you were before
this darkness took you.” Jenna choked back her tears. “But I also
know what you’re capable of if you give in to them. I can’t stand
by and let that happen.”

With tremendous effort,
Jordan denied his false rage, reminding himself that there was a
world at stake. Painfully, he buried the howling voice within
him.

Jenna watched with her
inner sight, surprised and relieved as Jordan calmed the chaos
within him. The darkness was still present, and his appearance
remained unchanged, but Jenna could sense once more the crucial
fragments of free will that governed the man she knew as
Jordan.

“Where do we go from
here?” he asked hesitantly, sounding like himself again.

Jenna surveyed the
surrounding carnage, then turned back to him. “First, we get the
hell out of here.” She reached for his good hand, noticing the
massive damage to the other. “Then I guess we just wing
it.”


 Chapter Thirty

“Ow!” Jenna yelped,
yanking her arm from Jordan’s grasp. He’d been attempting to clean
the lacerations on her forearms with a washcloth soaked in rubbing
alcohol.

“Sorry,” he said, drawing
the bloody cloth away, “these wounds are pretty deep.”

“I know,” she replied, her
voice heavy with fatigue. “I’m sorry I snapped,” she apologized
softly.

“That’s okay.” He gently
wiped the last of her injuries as she winced. “Both of us are wound
up pretty tight. After my psychotic episode back in the alley,
you’re entitled to a little bitchiness.”

Jordan laid the once-white
cloth at the edge of the bed they were sitting on. From the pile of
supplies Jenna had picked up at a nearby market, he retrieved some
antibiotic cream, gauze pads and surgical tape. He carefully rolled
up the tattered sleeves of Jenna’s ravaged sweater and began to
dress her wounds.

“You know, you’re not too
bad at this,” she remarked, as he taped the bandage on one arm and
started on the next.

“Considering how much
you’ve patched me up lately, I was bound to learn something.” She
nodded, her blonde hair hanging limply about her shoulders as he
pulled her sleeves down and picked up a clean washcloth. “I’m going
to have to do something about those puncture wounds on your face,”
he said apologetically, pouring rubbing alcohol onto the
washcloth.

She looked into the
shining darkness of his eyes as he dabbed her cheek. As the alcohol
burned its way into her torn flesh, Jenna hissed with pain,
clutching Jordan’s bandaged right hand and squeezing tightly. A few
minutes later, he was done, and she slowly released her grip. As
she did, blood began to suffuse the bandage she had placed over his
ruined hand only twenty minutes earlier. “Oh God, Jordan, I’m
sorry.”

Jordan reached for more
gauze. “It’s all right. It doesn’t hurt—and it seems to be working
fine.” He squeezed antibiotic cream onto the pad. “The only reason
I let you clean it in the first place was because you insisted on
helping me before you’d let me help you. But I’m glad you removed
those pieces of crystal from my chest,” he added, glancing at the
fragments in an ashtray by the T.V. “I was a little worried about
those.”

“I just thought it would
be quicker if I took care of you first. Besides, it gave me a
chance to calm down.”

 Jordan tore the
medical tape with his teeth and bandaged Jenna’s cheek. “I thought
you would be totally in control by the time we got here. After all,
you were the one who had the foresight to pick up all these
supplies and find this out-of-the-way hotel. All I did was slouch
down in the truck and pray to God no one noticed me.”

“I guess I’m pretty good
at hiding my fears when I have to.” She leaned back into the mound
of pillows Jordan had propped behind her. “But actually I’m about
to fall apart.”

Jordan gathered up the
bloody washcloths and bandage wrappers and tossed them into a
nearby wastebasket, then shoved the unused bandages, alcohol and
antibiotic cream into a crumpled paper bag on the floor. Jenna
followed him with her eyes, trying not to stare, but she was
strangely captivated by his surreal appearance. He had stripped
down to the waist so she could remove the shards from his chest,
and his broad chest and firm abs were clearly defined by the light
from the bedside table lamp. Normally, she would have found these
traits attractive, but the effect was marred by the cadaverous
pallor of Jordan’s flesh and the thick, pulsing veins lacing his
athletic body.

As he drew the heavy olive
curtains, shutting out the turbulent morning sky, she couldn’t help
but notice his long fingers with their glistening talons—yet
another reminder of how distant he had grown from the rest of
humanity.

Several times during their
drive, Jordan had mentioned that he was attempting to change back
to human form. He’d assumed he could just “will” his old form back,
but that didn’t seem to work. He was afraid the Child of Shadows
was somehow blocking his efforts. Jenna was non-committal, fearing
that perhaps, deep down, Jordan no longer wanted to appear
human.

Jordan turned from the
window and sat down on the other bed. Strangely, despite his
hellish appearance—the sharp ivory features, the thin bloodless
lips not quite covering black gums, the cold empty eyes, all framed
by a slick mane of raven hair—Jenna discovered that her feelings
for Jordan were more sympathy than revulsion.

“I’d offer you a penny for
your thoughts,” he said, breaking into her reverie, “but maybe I
don’t want to know them.”

“You might be surprised,”
she replied matter-of-factly. “I was just thinking that, despite
what you did back in the alley, I’m more concerned for you than
afraid of you.”

Jordan arched his
eyebrows. “When we were at Maggie’s, I couldn’t understand why you
weren’t horrified by my presence. I sure as hell don’t get it
now.”

“I don’t really understand
it either. Maybe it’s my second sight: I can see that you’re
struggling to maintain your humanity. Whatever the reason is, I
hope I don’t ever have to make good on my threat back in that
alley.”

“Well that makes two of
us—or maybe three,” he responded darkly. Jordan studied the grimy,
brown shag carpeting. “How long do you think it’ll be before they
find us?”

“Not long. I set up a
concealment spell, but it won’t stop most demons from tracing us.
If we move closer to the focal point of the Mondragoran’s power, we
might be harder to track, but I doubt it. If we’re lucky, we might
have the rest of the day.”

Their conversation was cut
short by a loud knock at the door.

Both of them startled.
Jordan glanced at the door and then at Jenna. “Surely they’re not
going to be that polite before they rip our heads off,” he quipped
softly. She shrugged.

Jordan extended his
awareness beyond the door. His eyes widened, and he bolted from the
bed, muttering, “It can’t be.”

Jenna was on her feet,
fearing an attack, as Jordan flung open the door with such force
that the doorknob smashed through the wall and wedged the door
ajar. Two men in gray raincoats were framed in the doorway. One was
short and heavyset with brown, curly hair, a thick dark beard, and
impressively bushy eyebrows. The other, slightly taller, was
clean-shaven, with short black hair. Both were staring as intently
at Jordan as he was at them.

“My God,” Jordan
whispered. “Dugan—Darien—how can this be?”

“Perhaps you should invite
us in, my boy,” Dugan remarked solemnly, brushing away the beads of
rain clinging to his beard as he scrutinized Jordan. “It would
appear much has happened since we last met.”

His mind reeling, Jordan
stepped back and allowed his friends to enter, recalling the last
time he saw them. Dugan, his eyes cold and glassy, had been lying
dead on the floor of the gutted church, a massive hole in his
chest. Darien had been fighting desperately for his life, and then
the church had exploded.

Jordan’s mind told him
that this could not be real. It was a cruel illusion, a trick of
the darkness he sought to destroy. But his eyes, and more
importantly his arcane senses, informed him that his resurrected
friends were entirely mortal. They did in fact stand before him in
flesh and blood.

. . . .

“Perhaps you should
introduce us,” Darien prompted, nodding toward Jenna.

“Yeah…sure,” Jordan
replied, dazed. “Jenna, this is my former boss, Paul Dugan. This,”
Jordan continued, motioning toward Darien, “is the fabled immortal
alchemist known as the Count of St.-Germain. The last time I saw
these guys they were dead—or about to be dead.”

“I currently go by the
name Darien Schoening,” Darien explained, offering his hand to
Jenna. She accepted, with a look of surprise.

“I notice a spark of
interest. Are you familiar with my history?”

“A little,” she nodded, as
he released her hand. “Jordan’s cousin Maggie has been tutoring my
brother and me in magic.” A shadow crossed her face. “She
was teaching my
brother—he’s dead now....”

Darien and Dugan turned to
Jordan. Gently placing his arm around Jenna’s trembling shoulders,
Jordan explained, “After I left Seattle, I returned to my cousin’s
house in Oregon. I discovered that she was a white sorceress and a
member of a coven that has been opposing the Mondragoran for a long
time. Jenna and Tobias were her students—well, I suppose Jenna
still is. About a week later, Ackerman sent one of his disciples,
along with the demon Choronzon, to seek me out. Tobias got in the
way.”

“They were able to scry
through the Druid’s crystal and find you?” Darien asked,
surprised.

“They didn’t have to.”
Jordan’s demonic countenance was so grim that it chilled Dugan and
Darien to the bone. “In the process of killing the bitch who
arrived with Choronzon, I invaded her mind and discovered that
Elizabeth had given Ackerman’s followers directions to Maggie’s
house.”

“I’m truly sorry,” Darien
said. “I had hoped the pendant would conceal you.”

“There isn’t really any
place to hide from them, not anymore,” Jenna remarked wearily, once
more in control of her emotions.

“And your cousin,” Dugan
interjected, his voice laden with concern, “is she all
right?”

“Barely, but yes. They
tried to kill her, but I managed to get to them before they could
finish the job. I made sure they would never hurt anyone
again.”

“You single-handedly
destroyed an elder demon and one of Ackerman’s inner circle?”
Darien asked, amazed.

“Yes.”

“And was it about that
time that your appearance altered?” Darien continued, directing an
upturned hand toward Jordan.

“Actually, yes, but it
wasn’t quite as bad then. I regained my human form after my fight
with Choronzon. But once I was sure Maggie was going to be okay, I
used the knowledge I absorbed from the demon and the acolyte to
transport myself to Ackerman’s stronghold in England. I went there
to make Ackerman pay for hurting Maggie. But I couldn’t handle
things as I was, so I called upon the power of the Child of
Shadows.”

Jenna interrupted. “Jordan
believes the Mondragoran’s tainted power somehow created a separate
entity within his consciousness: a being formed from his life
force, and linked to it, but not originally part of it. He believes
the Child of Shadows is a separate entity from himself.”

“Have you had any proof of
this other entity’s existence?” Darien inquired, his eyes boring
into Jordan’s, apparently unaffected by their macabre
appearance.

“It just feels separate to
me. After I decided I needed more power to defeat Ackerman’s
followers, I felt this other creature rise up inside me. I allowed
it what I thought would be temporary control. But it pushed my
consciousness so far into the darkness that I could no longer
control my body. It was like watching the world through a dream: I
knew what was going on, but I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
But even then I realized I’d made a mistake, so I hid some
information from it. I hoped it might need that knowledge later
on—and if it did, I could blackmail it into giving back my
body.”

“I take it that occurred,”
Dugan remarked, pulling a rumpled pack of cigarettes from his coat
pocket and lighting one with a small silver Zippo
lighter.

“Yeah—after setting some
explosives to blow up Ackerman’s little house of horrors, the Child
of Shadows realized it needed the secret I had hidden in order to
escape. It tried, but couldn’t force the information from me. It
returned control to me to ensure its own survival.”

“Jordan teleported back to
Maggie’s house,” Jenna continued. “Physically, he appeared normal,
but his soul was far more corrupted than before he left. After he
told Maggie about this other being that had been in control of him,
she performed an extensive scrying in an attempt to locate the
being. As comprehensive as her search was, she couldn’t find any
mystical residue suggesting that another entity was ever in control
of Jordan.”

“But,” Jordan jumped in,
“she also said there were several patches of Mondragoran essence
within my soul that she couldn’t penetrate; it might be possible
for another consciousness to hide there.”

“Maggie thought it was
unlikely that those pockets could retain an entirely separate
consciousness,” Jenna countered.

“Your mentor is not
necessarily correct,” Darien interrupted. “When you are dealing
with beings of near-omnipotent power such as the Mondragoran,
mundane concepts like reality, space and time hold little meaning.
The matter of how much room a fully separate consciousness requires
within another’s soul isn’t much of an issue for them. It’s like
the eternal quandary of how many angels can fit on the head of a
pin—the manner in which human minds approach the question does not
lead to the answers we need.”

“I don’t follow you,”
Jenna said.

“The answer is not so much
a matter of quantity as it is of will: as many angels can fit on
the head of a pin as wish to. They exist outside our reality, so
they can reshape the matter of our universe to fit their rules.
They need not observe finite boundaries. The same can be said of
whether some portion of Jordan’s soul has the capacity to house the
complete consciousness of the Child of Shadows; such an essence
needs only as much space as it believes it requires.”

“Thank God,” Jordan
remarked with a thin smile. “Because the alternative theory is that
I’m losing my mind.”

“Well, that’s a valid
possibility.” The smile quickly vanished from Jordan’s face. “In
any event, whether you are losing your mind or vying against an
internal foe is moot. The reason I began this line of questioning
was to determine how far you might have fallen to the Mondragoran’s
evil.”

“You mean because of how I
look.”

“Partly, yes. When we
performed that rather hasty analysis of your revenant body, I found
nothing that would suggest it was—excuse me, that you were—capable
of this type of transformation. Such marked physical changes, along
with those I see within your soul, could only occur if you had
embraced more Mondragoran energy after my initial examination. In
which case I need to know how much Jordan Hanson is still in
control. I must know whether your desire to defeat the Mondragoran
is strong enough.”

“I’m not sure what to tell
you,” Jordan responded, getting up and pacing restlessly. He picked
up the ashtray and handed it to Dugan. “I feel like I’m barely
holding onto the person I once was. A couple of hours ago, Jenna
and I stopped at a bar. I knew it was important for me to shield my
powers from the Mondragoran. But while Jenna was in the
bathroom—apparently fighting a horde of fairies with bad
attitudes—I spotted the three men responsible for killing me. The
next thing I knew, I was in an alley behind the bar, wearing this
body.” Jordan held out his talons.

“I ended up destroying
your pendant and exposing us to the Mondragoran. I swear, Darien, I
don’t know how reliable I am anymore.”

Darien glanced up at
Jordan. “Well, even though your destruction of the Druid’s crystal
probably revealed your presence to the Mondragoran, it also made
Dugan and me aware of your return and helped us locate you.” Darien
reached over to the ashtray in Dugan’s hand and removed a splinter
of crystal from it. “Once the pendant was obliterated, I was able
to find you by probing for a resonance that the remains of the
pendant would radiate.” He tossed the bloody piece of glass back
into the ashtray. “And now, with our combined knowledge, it may be
possible to stop the Mondragoran.

“I realize your mind and
body must feel like they’re fraying apart,” Darien continued,
patting Jordan’s shoulder, “but I believe you have retained your
sense of purpose. From now on, it will be up to the rest of us to
ensure that you remain yourself, regardless of what inner demons
you may be fighting. The closer we draw to the epicenter of the
Mondragoran’s power, the more susceptible you will become to their
psychic manipulations.” Darien bent toward the heater below the
window and flipped it on. It immediately rumbled to life, the warm
air gradually drawing the chill from the room.

“Then you know what’s
happening here?” Jenna asked as Darien turned to face them, the
steady draft from the heater at his back.

“Oh yes, my dear, Dugan
and I were fully aware of Ackerman’s plans days ago, well before
the veil between our world and the nether realms was shredded.
Unfortunately, we were not in a position to oppose him.”

“So he’s behind all this?”
Jordan demanded, silver pinpricks of rage erupting in his black
eyes.

“Well, my boy,” Dugan
interjected, grinding the stub of his cigarette into the ashtray,
“that depends how much of the bastard still exists.”

“What do you mean?” Jordan
asked, puzzled.

“As near as I can gather,”
Darien continued, “the Mondragoran launched this massive attack
because some event frightened them enough that they felt compelled
to take our world immediately. It may be that the triggering event
was your attack upon Ackerman’s home. Whatever the provocation, two
days ago the Mondragoran channeled an unprecedented quantity of
energy into our realm, directly into one human being. Any mortal
creature saturated with that quantity of alien energy can no longer
be human by any stretch of the imagination.”

“If so,” Jenna
interrupted, “Ackerman can’t have long to live. His body will be
devastated by their power.”

“You got it.” Dugan lit a
second cigarette. “And that’s why we might still be able to throw a
monkey wrench into the Mondragoran’s plans.”

“Precisely,” Darien
continued. “Although the quantity of energy currently flowing into
this city staggers the imagination, that spell is maintained
through the sheer force of Ackerman’s will. But Ackerman’s body
must be rapidly deteriorating from the phenomenal amount of power
coursing through it—so if we can delay his plans for another day or
two, he will undoubtedly be destroyed.”

“And when he dies,” Dugan
added, “the threads connecting Seattle with the demon realms will
be cut.”

“Sounds simple enough,”
Jordan replied, “but how do we delay them and protect the
Foundation site at the same time? We don’t even know where to find
Ackerman—or the Foundation.”

“On the contrary, Jordan,
we know exactly where both are located.”

“You do?” Jenna gasped in
surprise.

“When Jordan disappeared,
Darien and I had nothing to do but try to figure out where the
Foundations were hidden.” Dugan took another drag on his
cigarette.

“So you’ve known for a
while?” Jordan asked.

“Not exactly,” Darien
admitted sheepishly. “Despite our crash course in Foundation
research over the past week, we still had no idea where the site
was. We only discovered it last night, when Ackerman activated his
spell.”

“So with all your
centuries of knowledge,” Jordan commented, “the same event that
exposed the site to Maggie revealed it to you.”

“Sometimes success is a
matter of blind luck, my boy,” Dugan remarked.

“You know, speaking of
luck, neither of you has explained how you’re still alive,” Jordan
observed warily. “My senses tell me you’re both human, but I’d
still like an explanation for your miraculous
resurrections.”

“Well, it’s not quite as
miraculous as you might think—” Darien began.

“But it’s damn close,”
Dugan interrupted with a shaggy grin, a chain of smoke spiraling
across his round features.

“As I was about to say,”
Darien continued, “our existence is not so much a miracle as a
matter of preparedness. Do you remember how desperate I was for you
to remove that cross from Dugan’s chest?”

“Yeah. At the time, it
seemed a little unnecessary, since he was already dead.”

“Ah, but that’s where you
were wrong: it was only Dugan’s body that had ceased to function.
It takes more than the termination of bodily functions before an
individual is truly dead. For example, electrical impulses can
continue in the human brain after the body shuts down. The brain,
under certain circumstances, can survive without oxygen for unusual
amounts of time. As long as there is some life, somewhere in a
human body, no matter how remote, the soul will remain within or
close to the body. And it is the soul that is crucial to the
reanimation of a body.”

“Which accounts for why
many people have near-death experiences,” Dugan added. “As long as
some semblance of life flickers in the flesh, the soul is seldom
cut loose, though its connection may become tenuous.”

“All right, so you’re
saying Dugan wasn’t totally dead. But when did you find the time to
heal him, or resurrect him, or whatever the hell it was you did?
You only had a minute or so before that demon attacked
us.”

“That was all the time I
required to apply these,” Darien commented, patting several small
bulges at his waist, beneath his black vest. “But it was crucial
that you remove that large, and fatal, foreign object from Dugan’s
chest before I could begin the restoration.”

Realization dawned on
Jordan. “You used one of your potions.”

“It wasn’t just any
potion, my boy,” Dugan interrupted. “Darien used a very specific
mixture on me.”

“I used my Elixir of
Life,” Darien explained.

“I believe I mentioned the
Elixir of Life to you on the way to Darien’s,” Dugan added. “It’s
capable of repairing almost any wound, healing the crippled, even
resurrecting the dead.”

“As soon as you removed
that cross from Dugan’s chest,” Darien continued, “I poured a good
portion of the Elixir, along with some agents that would increase
its potency, into Dugan’s mortal wound. Once the chemical reaction
began, there was nothing else for me to do; I was then able to help
you confront Ackerman’s demon.”

“Okay, I guess that makes
sense, but how did you escape the explosion?”

“Again, that was simply a
matter of readiness,” Darien explained. “During my combat with the
demon, I was also preparing a teleportation spell.”

“But how could you
teleport? Even a short exposure to those primal energies can
destroy human flesh.”

“You’re quite right,
Jordan; even a few seconds’ exposure to temporal distortion can be
fatal. Which was why I timed the teleportation for less than a
second, and for a place I had previously prepared—somewhere I could
flee if such an emergency ever arose. I knew the temporal eddies
between realities would severely damage us. But I was hoping, if I
could remain conscious, that I could use my remaining Elixir to
heal us once the teleportation was complete.”

“So why didn’t you take
me?” Jordan asked.

“It wasn’t personal. I
simply had no idea how your body would handle the trip. I knew my
Elixir couldn’t heal you; your undead makeup wouldn’t have been
able to process its compounds. And if you’d arrived seriously
injured, you might have died. Or worse yet, in an instinctive
frenzy brought about by your revenant body’s need to survive, you
might have drained our life forces.

“I did the best I could to
ensure that all of us survived. I gave you my pendant, hoping it
would hide you from the Mondragoran; then I destroyed the demon and
covered your tracks with the cleansing fires from the church’s
destruction. As you can see, it worked, though it was a close call
for Dugan and me. We were in such pain upon reaching my retreat
that Dugan lapsed into a near-coma, and I was barely conscious. I
had to exhaust several very important resources to keep us both
alive.”

“Sorry, I guess I’m just
paranoid.”

“There’s no need to
apologize,” Darien reassured him. “You’ve every right to be
distrustful after what’s happened to you.”

Dugan dropped the butt of
his cigarette into the ashtray and set it in the middle of the bed.
“Unfortunately, even though all of us have survived, the people we
care for haven’t fared so well. You almost lost your cousin, you
lost your brother—” Dugan gestured toward Jenna— “and I let them
get Sheila.” He finished with a heavy sigh.

“Oh no,” Jordan exclaimed.
“How?”

“As near as I can tell,
they went to the store to find us; after pumping her for whatever
information they could, the bastards killed her.” Dugan gazed down
at his broad hands. “I should have closed the store rather than
leaving her in danger....” He trailed off morosely.

“Sheila?” Jenna asked
softly, glancing at Jordan.

“Sheila was the other
employee at Dugan’s store.” Jordan turned back to Dugan. “Did
anyone see what happened?”

“Someone across the street
saw two people enter the store early in the morning, about the time
the police believe Sheila was murdered. One was a big man, matching
the description of the fellow who tried to kill us at the church.”
Dugan slipped the lighter into his coat pocket. “The other was a
dark-haired woman, dressed all in black.” He paused. “From the
description, I think it was Elizabeth.”

Jordan’s face hardened. “I
swear to God, I’m going to kill that bitch!”

“I’ll be happy to give you
a hand when the time comes, my boy,” Dugan offered
darkly.

Jenna turned to Darien.
“You mentioned you’d discovered the Foundation site?”

“Yes.” Darien launched
into lecture mode. “And according to some readings I’ve been
picking up around the Foundation, it would appear that Ackerman has
somehow hidden himself below the protective ward.”

“Below?” Jordan asked,
perplexed.

“Yes, apparently there are
sub-levels or warrens beneath the Foundation. But it’s the
structure above the site that I think you will find most
interesting, Jordan.”

“How so?”

“The Foundation is located
below one of the oldest buildings in the city, a building that was
renovated decades ago by the First Bank of Seattle. It’s the branch
where you were killed.”

Stunned, Jordan leaned
against the dresser.

“An interesting piece of
synchronicity, isn’t it, lad?” Dugan remarked, lighting yet another
cigarette.

“I’d say a bit too much,”
Jordan muttered. Then, eyeing Dugan, “I take it your emergency pack
ran out?”

Dugan gave him a lopsided
smile. “I told you, as long as I’m taking life too seriously I’ll
be smoking regularly, and you can’t get any more serious than the
shit we’re in. Besides, the regenerative properties of Darien’s
Elixir prevent me from getting cancer.”

Jordan nodded, turning
back to Darien. “So do you have an explanation for this interesting
coincidence?”

“Possibly, though you may
not like the answer.”

“Hit me with it,” Jordan
said, his palms outstretched. “I doubt things could get any
weirder.”

Darien leaned back onto
the heater. “Once Dugan and I learned that the Foundation site
happened to be the place where you were killed, we tried to learn
as much as we could about the location. Our research proved quite
fruitful. After poking through old municipal records online, we
learned that, well before any structure was ever built upon that
land, the site itself was considered sacred by several local Indian
tribes. They believed the land was the dwelling place of great and
terrible spirits.

“Anyway, as occurs too
often in history, the settlers conveniently overlooked the fact
that the ‘savages’ considered the place hallowed
ground—”

“They eradicated their
opposition, then began building on the land,” Dugan interrupted
wryly.

Darien resumed his
discourse. “Several structures were built in the early eighteen
hundreds, but all of them were destroyed in one manner or another,
and most were considered haunted.”

“At least until
nineteen-ten,” Dugan interjected again. “It was about that time
that an obscure religious sect known as the Fratri Lucarum built
upon the land a residence for their order—a kind of
monastery.”

Jenna turned to Darien.
“So the bank where Jordan was killed is actually this monastery
built over a hundred years ago?”

“Give or take some
renovations, yes,” he replied.

“And what do we know about
this order?” Jordan interrupted.

“Not much, unfortunately,”
Dugan answered. “You see, three years after their monastery was
completed, sometime in October of 1913, all fifteen members of the
Brothers of Light vanished without a trace. No one realized
anything was amiss until months later, at which point several
citizens decided to check out the monastery for
themselves.

“After thoroughly
exploring the building, they were unable to find any trace of the
monks. Although there were no signs of foul play, the locals found
it peculiar that the cells were still filled with the Brothers’
personal belongings: books, icons, ornaments, clothes. One member
of the search party said it was as though they simply stopped what
they were doing, put everything down, and walked out the front
door, never to return.

“Before the monks
disappeared, the order had pretty much kept to itself, and was
considered harmless, if somewhat eccentric, by the locals.
 Over the years, however, as the Brothers shopped in the city
for necessities, the locals had come in contact with them, and bits
and pieces of their doctrine were revealed.

“The Brothers considered
themselves the guardians of the land where the monastery was
built—the land, not the building itself. It was the site they
considered powerful. They also believed that a great and terrible
darkness would soon come to the Earth and that, when it arrived, it
would devour all light and hope. But as long as their holy land was
protected, this awful darkness could be kept at bay—”

“Now comes the really
interesting part,” Darien added.

Dugan resumed. “The
Brothers also believed they were preparing the site for the coming
of an individual they referred to as the living incarnation of
paradox: a being that could bring light from the shadows, but who,
at the same time, corrupted the brilliance of light by his very
existence. This man of duality, trapped eternally with half of his
soul steeped in darkness and the other in light, had equal
potential for sealing the world’s final doom as for lifting it
beyond the reach of the shadows that endeavored to consume
it.”

“You think they were
talking about the Child of Shadows—about me?”

“Yes. But more
importantly, this prophecy, if true, suggests there is far more to
your existence than merely being a tool of the Mondragoran. You may
be capable, in some manner we have yet to discover, of banishing
their presence forever from our world,” Darien
explained.

“What I’m not sure about
is why you thought I would be bothered by this.”

“Well, lad,” Dugan
continued, “the existence of this order implies a couple of other
things. First, it suggests that there is definitely an opposition
to the Mondragoran out there.”

“What’s so impressive
about that?” Jenna snorted derisively. “Maggie belonged to just
such an order.”

Dugan’s bushy brows rose.
“That, my dear, only adds more credence to our conclusions,
although the opposition I refer to may be far more cosmic in
origin. There can’t be many people aware of the Mondragoran’s
existence. So how have all of us come together so miraculously?
Both Darien and I knew of the Mondragoran before I ever met Jordan.
How is it that Jordan came to work for me—a man who not only
understood the darkest possibilities of their coming but also had
reliable allies to help Jordan resist their influence, allies who
would help him without any reservation and who would put their
lives on the line? How is that Maggie is also linked so intimately
to this whole matter?”

“That’s simple: she’s not
really my cousin. She chose that role because she felt responsible
for me after her coven attempted to wipe me out of existence. She
protected me from being murdered by them because she felt that, as
an innocent, I should not be punished for something I couldn’t
control.”

“But don’t you see,” Dugan
continued intensely, “that changes nothing. Even though she was a
member of an order that meant to destroy you, knowing full well the
threat the Mondragoran presented to this world, Maggie saw to it
that you were spared. And now we’ve learned, through the Brothers’
prophecy, that within you may exist the seeds that could drive the
Mondragoran from this reality. By saving you, your cousin may have
given our world a chance it might not otherwise have
had.

“The Brothers said that
the individual prophesied was a living paradox, a being torn
between darkness and light. Look at you, Jordan: you were created
for evil, yet raised by someone who protects the light. Though you
must fight the corruption within you, you have the support of other
representatives of the light: Darien, Jenna, your cousin, me! Every
step of the way, the fates seem to have offered you the necessary
devices to counter the Mondragoran’s evil. It remains up to you to
make the final decisions, but you always seem to have an option, no
matter how terrible the situation. So far, you have chosen
well.”

“So you believe that God’s
got a hand in all this, and he’s setting things up to see that we
win,” Jordan remarked.

“Not necessarily God, but
yes, perhaps a god or two,” Darien amended. “The existence of the
order and its doctrine, as well as the nearly impossible odds of so
many factors aligning against the Mondragoran, smacks too much
of deus ex machina.”

“You must remember,” Dugan
interjected, “that there are two crucial aspects that separate
humanity from most magical beings: the soul and free will. What
Darien is suggesting is that another force may have been behind
your presence at the bank at precisely the wrong moment. Even
though killing you exposed you to the Mondragoran and resulted in
their almost taking you, you managed to resist them. Once again,
even in the worst of possible situations you were given a chance of
redemption, provided you chose it.”

“My God,” Jenna gasped, as
the overwhelming implications penetrated her mind. “Even the
incident in the alley might have been aligned by this other force.
I mean, what were the odds that the three people who killed Jordan
would be in that bar, precisely at that moment?”

“Exactly,” Darien
returned. “Although I’m not by any means insinuating that we’re
puppets helpless to their will, or that the outcome of events is
set one way or another.”

“But you are suggesting
that another being or beings, with the same kind of power that the
Mondragoran possesses, may be pulling a whole bunch of our
strings.”

Darien nodded
emphatically. “Great!” Jordan yelled in exasperation, throwing up
his hands. “It’s not bad enough that we’re hounded by hordes of
demons driven by all-powerful, evil gods from another universe. Now
there’s some unknown deity, with its own hidden agenda, messing
with our heads! Tell me, how could things get any
better?”

As if in answer, a
piercing screech tore into the room, and something large and
leathery crashed through the hotel window. Slamming its hideous
bulk into Darien, amid a shower of broken glass and a flurry of
shredded olive drapery, the gangly invader tumbled past Jenna and
onto the floor on the other side of the bed.

Before the others could
get to Darien, the door exploded in a shower of splintered wood. A
host of twisted monstrosities plunged through the ruined doorway
and the shattered window.



Chapter Thirty-One

Jenna could see nothing
but a seething mass of mottled flesh forcing its way into the room.
In a frenzy of mindless determination, the demonic throng had
momentarily bottlenecked in the jagged aperture, tearing at one
another with fang and claw. Meanwhile, Jordan and Dugan fought with
several other demons attempting to push past the broken doorway,
and Darien continued to struggle behind her. Jenna realized with
dread that she was the only one to stem the tide flooding through
the window.

She stood resolutely, her
arms outstretched, as the first of the putrid throng popped from
the wall of living flesh to land upon the opposite bed with a
squelch. The slime-encrusted creature immediately oriented a pale,
moist eye upon her. Then, with a gurgling grunt of pleasure, it
launched its sagging bulk toward her, the rest of its brethren
tumbling into the room behind it.

“I don’t think so,” she
whispered between clenched teeth. She plumbed the depths of her
soul, drawing up every shred of her energy, which she then
propelled toward the invaders in a wave of emerald fury.

The swell of raw energy
erupted from her hands and slammed into the bloated demon while it
was still in mid-air. It was instantly obliterated in a darker
flash of green. The surge of power continued, crashing into the
mass of clambering flesh rapidly oozing into the room.

The scourging blaze struck
the forefront of the group in a flare of green so deep it was
almost black. As the fire consumed the first ranks of hellspawn,
those behind screamed as they felt the purifying heat of their
imminent destruction, fueled by the bodies of their
brothers.

 The creatures
touched by Jenna’s spell were never of this world. Born of alien
realms, they survived only because the Mondragoran had surrounded
them with an envelope of energy that insulated them from this
world’s canons of existence. As Jenna’s cantrip engulfed the throng
still struggling in the confines of the window, it stripped the
demons of their protective covering and exposed them to a world in
which they were never meant to be. An explosion of bodies blew the
wall outward from the hotel. The demons entering the room, and
those on the other side of the window, were sent flying into the
parking lot in a hail of flesh-consuming fire.

Peering past the gaping
hole where there was once a wall, Jenna saw dozens of twitching
bodies strewn across the ground—all felled by her demon fire. But
beyond the ring of smoldering flesh in the final throes of death
were countless other figures, unharmed, approaching from the damp
shadows to fill the ranks of the fallen.

. . . .

Darien had no time to
think. One minute he was on the bed talking to the others, the next
he was rolling on the floor with something covered in short, black,
sticky fur and with far too many teeth. Grappling with the spindly
but incredibly strong beast, the alchemist quickly discovered that
he had barely enough strength to keep its talons from his throat.
Worse yet, he had to continually gyrate back and forth in order to
prevent the thing from ripping his face off with its fanged snout.
It took every ounce of his self-control to keep from retching with
each waft of the demon’s fetid breath, which smelled overpoweringly
of decay. And with every clack of its alligator jaws, the creature
spattered him with painful strings of yellow saliva that sizzled
when they struck his unprotected skin.

Trapped on the other side
of the bed, Darien could not see the others, but since they had not
come to his aid he assumed he was on his own. Cursing himself for
being caught off guard, he grunted as the creature atop him rammed
a bony knee into his inner thigh, narrowly missing his crotch.
Ignoring the pain, he twisted abruptly to one side, managing to
slam the creature into the opposite wall and pin its right arm.
Wasting no time, he reached frantically into his coat pocket with
his freed hand, seeking one of the vials therein. His fingers had
just grasped an ampoule as the demon freed itself and wrapped a
taloned hand around Darien’s unprotected throat. Its claws began to
pierce his flesh as he whipped his hand up toward its distorted
face. Instinctively, the creature snapped at his hand. In one
motion, Darien thumbed the stopper from the plastic vial and tossed
it down the demon’s gullet. The vial struck the back of the
creature’s throat, causing it to gag reflexively.

The sour-smelling ocher
liquid had no effect on Darien as it sprayed across him, but the
same could not be said for the Mondragoran’s servant. Suddenly, the
pressure on Darien’s windpipe lessened considerably, as the
creature’s pupil-less lavender eyes widened in surprise. Seemingly
forgetting its helpless prey, the demon released Darien. It brought
both hands to its dripping muzzle, its face a mask of puzzlement.
No sooner did the demon touch its flesh, however, than its entire
muzzle collapsed in upon itself, dripping down the creature’s chest
in a river of putrid liquid.

As a gurgling whine
escaped the demon’s rapidly dissolving throat, Darien placed both
hands on the creature’s chest and abruptly pushed the monstrosity
from him. The demon tumbled backward, careening toward the wall
next to the dresser. It hit with little force, but exploded in a
shower of black goo, covering the wall, dresser, and carpet with
globs of liquefying flesh.

Darien sprang to his feet,
one hand clutching another deadly vial, the other drawing an
automatic handgun from under his coat. He was just in time to
witness Jenna’s pyrotechnic display as the wall of the hotel
exploded in a blaze of green fire.

. . . .

The first creature through
the door, a purplish brute with bulging muscles and blazing yellow
eyes, immediately threw itself at Jordan. The naked monstrosity
looked for all the world like a mutant body-builder, with one
exception. Its clearly inhuman face was devoid of any features,
except for the eyes. The entire head was nothing but smooth purple
skin, with no sign of anything resembling a mouth, nose, ears, or
hair.

The demon displayed a
speed that belied its bulk, but gained no advantage; it had
seriously underestimated its quarry’s agility. As the creature
reached with massive hands to embrace Jordan, the Child of Shadows
simply slipped between its outstretched arms. Pressed up against
the demon, Jordan attacked the most obvious target—with one swipe
of his razor talons, he neutered it.

As the creature buckled
toward the floor, its hands grasping for its bleeding nether
regions, Jordan jumped upward. Kicking off from its chest, he
propelled himself backward, landing lightly on the floor just as
the demon crashed to its knees. Darting forward, he grabbed the
incapacitated monster’s head between his hands, twisted viciously,
and plunged it into the television screen.

To his surprise, the
creature continued to struggle. Although drenched in the glowing
green fluid spurting from its severed member, the creature still
reached upward to pry the shattered T.V. from its shoulders. A
deep, ominous rumble issued from its chest.

But before Jordan could
move back toward it, Dugan was at his side, placing the muzzle of a
sawed-off shotgun at the base of the demon’s neck. With an
explosion of ensorcelled buckshot, Dugan blew the monster’s head
off in a shower of purple and green gore. Before the demon’s body
had even hit the floor, he pivoted toward the door and returned yet
another of the Mondragoran’s servants to hell with one squeeze of
the trigger.

Throwing the empty weapon
to one side and reaching under his coat, Dugan left himself
momentarily exposed as the next pair of demons slid through the
doorway. Both were humanoid. One was silver, like living metal, its
naked, feminine body covered with inch-long quills that glistened
at the tips. The other was tall—over six feet—and thin, clothed in
heavy brown robes that concealed its entire body and trailed across
the floor. Its head, though, was exposed all too well. Rising over
a foot from its shoulders, the bulbous skull was supported only by
a rubbery grey column of flesh no more than a few inches thick. A
fine frost of short white down covered the demon’s exposed skin,
reminding Jordan of moldy fruit. Two small shiny eyes, like black
marbles, stared malevolently from the vicinity of its forehead.
Directly below those beady eyes was a small, upturned pug nose.
Most of the rest of the creature’s face was occupied by a huge
grinning mouth that opened wide to reveal row after row of jagged
teeth.

With mirthless grins, the
demons closed on Dugan, only to find their way blocked as Jordan
moved smoothly between them. Suddenly, the silver demon flexed its
shapely body, and a dozen of its shining quills jettisoned from it
to strike Jordan’s bare torso. As they pierced his flesh, he felt a
tingling sensation, but shrugged it off. Stepping forward, he
closed the meager space separating him from the silver demon. The
creature, startled, attempted to back away, but its path was barred
by the press of bodies behind it.

“Nice try, bitch!” Jordan
whispered, plunging his talons into the flat belly of the demon. He
might as well have been pushing through tissue paper. His claws
ripped easily through the surprisingly frail monster, disemboweling
it swiftly and sending the mortally wounded creature reeling toward
the chittering pack. But as Jordan retracted his gore-covered
hands, the second demon attacked. Swooping its head down in one
fluid motion, it closed its monstrous mouth on Jordan’s shoulder
with a grinding force.

The wound was of little
consequence, but Jordan was astounded when the creature’s neck
suddenly elongated, rising rapidly toward the ceiling—and taking
Jordan, still clutched in its teeth, with it. He was yanked
helplessly from his feet, his head slammed savagely into the
ceiling. He was further dismayed when the creature threw open its
robes, revealing a dozen or so leathery tentacles growing from its
groin, all of which began to snake toward him.

Before Jordan could
consider his next course of action, two things occurred
simultaneously. First, there was an explosion of green fire to his
right, which consumed the entire wall of the hotel, taking with it
the doorway as well the demons forcing their way through. The
second was the staccato sound of gunfire as Dugan fired a burst
into the shark-faced demon’s writhing crotch.

With a hellish shriek, the
demon released its grip on Jordan, who landed at its feet in a
crouch. Its neck abruptly drew inward, slamming its head down onto
its shoulders as it wailed in agony. Several of its severed
tentacles lay twitching on the floor, as a bluish ichor fountained
from its crotch.

“Maybe it’s time we went
into the demon-gelding business,” Dugan quipped morbidly, strafing
the demon’s torso with another line of fire.

Jordan stepped to Dugan’s
side as the creature toppled lifelessly backward in a flurry of
brown cloth and a spray of blue. “Hopefully when this is all over,
there won’t be a market for machine-gun castrations,” Jordan
replied.

As the two men looked past
the ruined wall and into the ongoing drizzle, Darien cried out from
behind them. “Take the fight outside! We need room to maneuver!”
Quickly, all of them—Dugan and Jordan first, followed by Darien and
Jenna—clambered over the rubble strewn with sizzling bodies and
into the parking lot, as the next wave of demons converged upon
them.

The shambling screeching
nightmares seemed to be everywhere—behind parked cars, trees,
nearby buildings. Dozens of nameless horrors, all with one goal in
mind: the elimination of the four who would dare to stand against
their masters.

Judging the distance to
their respective vehicles and the increasing number of demons
closing in on them, each of the four quickly came to the conclusion
that none of them would be escaping by that route. Jordan sadly
noticed numerous human corpses scattered around the parking lot
along with those of the fallen demons. Some lay motionless on the
ground, while others hung dripping from cars. “Where the hell is
everybody? We’ve got goddamn Armageddon going on here and there’s
not a cop in sight!”

“You can forget about
that, Jordan. The Mondragoran’s emotional stupor has sunk too
deeply into this place,” Jenna commented, as Darien halted them
midway across the parking lot. “These people probably didn’t have
the necessary will to flee, let alone fight back. No one’s going to
get involved in this nightmare—we’re on our own.”

Dugan tried in vain to
ignore a bloody rag doll lying crumpled beneath the open door of a
nearby station wagon. Its shredded body was no doubt a match for
the hapless people in the vehicle itself. The sudden sound of Jenna
gagging behind him informed Dugan that she had been unlucky enough
to look inside. His round features grew taut and grim as he
directed his weapon toward the approaching hellspawn. “Whatever
happens, I’m taking the lot of you with me,” he pledged.

“Wait!” Darien ordered.
“These creatures are nothing more than shock troops, expendable
meat for us to waste valuable resources upon. Somewhere among this
mindless throng are the leaders, either demon or sorcerer. We have
to locate and eliminate them before they can act against us.”
Darien’s fingers began to dance in the air. “I’m setting a ward
around our position. It will shield us temporarily from most forms
of magical attack and hopefully buy us some time.

“Paul, our spelled
munitions are limited. Allow the demons to approach as closely as
possible before you waste any more ammunition on them.” Focusing
his attention on four shiny, blue-black demons, twisted hybrids of
human and arachnid, Dugan grunted an acknowledgment.

“Jenna,” Darien continued,
“do you have enough strength to direct that destabilizing spell of
yours again?”

“I can manage,” she
answered.

“Good, then reserve your
power until I say otherwise. I have a plan. The rest is up to you,
Jordan. Since you were able to navigate the realm between the
realities, I assume you’ve become fairly proficient at identifying
various forms of energy. I want you to extend your senses around us
as far as you can and pinpoint those entities with the strongest
and most varied energy patterns. Those beings will be the sorcerers
we want to take out first.”

“Got it,” Jordan replied,
unleashing an array of invisible tendrils comprised of his essence:
a veritable web of power, with which he quickly blanketed the
area.

“If we can’t take these
demons,” Darien whispered, as much to himself as to Jordan, “we
don’t have a chance in the seven hells of defeating
Ackerman.”

Darien’s remark was
punctuated by the sound of gunfire as Dugan opened up on the
centaur-like spider aberrations, cutting the legs out from under
them. The creatures squealed like newborn babies; dozens of their
slender legs were blown apart, collapsing them en masse onto the
hard ground. Dugan then targeted the distorted human heads of the
creatures, ending their high-pitched keening with yet another
stream of bullets. Scanning the area while Darien completed the
ward, Dugan chose his next target and reached into his coat pocket
for another clip.

Jordan began analyzing the
map of energy patterns taking shape in his mind, trying not to
become distracted by the increasing number of demons closing in
upon them. Quickly rejecting the minimal power readings of the
nearest creatures, he sifted through several stronger auras on the
fringe of his scrying. He had just identified the six most powerful
readings when two of them suddenly flared up in his mind’s eye.
White hot barbs of power peeled away from them to zero in toward
Jordan and the others.

“Incoming,” Jordan yelled,
a split second before both spells washed against Darien’s
protective ward.

The first struck in the
guise of a sparkling gold haze, which quickly enveloped them. But
the motes of energy winked out in a dome-shaped pattern extending
several feet above and around them, the most obvious sign that
Darien’s enchantment was functioning. The cloud expanded outward,
then settled gracefully to the ground. As the mist faded and broke
up, a few gossamer tendrils on its fringe brushed lightly across
several mottled, yellow-brown imps scampering beside a nearby
truck. No sooner had the haze stroked the demons than their bodies
suddenly froze in mid-motion. The startled creatures collapsed in
unison, each leaving nothing more than a gritty outline of dust in
its wake.

The second spell emerged
from behind a small cluster of trees. A geyser of yellowish flame
carried on sulfurous winds, it tore toward them, withering the tree
trunks to shrunken shells as it poured across them in its putrid
fury. It passed easily through a nearby jeep and slammed full tilt
into Darien’s ward. The thick yellow fire silently licked across
the invisible bell of the ward, momentarily buckling it with the
sheer force of its attack.

Jenna heard Darien whimper
slightly as the life-leeching spell faded into oblivion. Concerned,
she realized that the alchemist must have linked his life force
directly to the ward in order to maintain its cohesion. If his
protective spell collapsed under the strain of the continuing
attacks, the shock to his system would most likely kill
him.

His voice ragged, Darien
called out as the second spell dissipated. “Jordan, where did those
spells originate from?”

“The first came in a
straight line from behind that camper over there.” Jordan pointed a
dripping talon at the vehicle across the parking lot. “The other
shot out from behind those dead trees.”

“Jenna,” Darien yelled,
“split your spell into two prongs and release them in those
directions.”

“I don’t think I can
extend two separate lines of power that far!”

“Just do it!” Darien
commanded. Complying, she hurled two separate lines of emerald on
the courses Jordan described. But about ten feet from her, the
lines began to diminish, their color fading rapidly. Belatedly, she
realized that the spells would fray apart long before they reached
their intended targets.

Suddenly, the dimming
lines of force flared even brighter than before, until the air
literally hummed with the sound of their power. Astounded, Jenna
sensed that Darien had somehow augmented her spell, boosting its
power and extending its range far beyond her normal
abilities.

Not too far from the
points Jordan had indicated, two pillars of green fire erupted into
the stormy afternoon sky, carrying at their heads the charred
remains of two of the Mondragoran’s sorcerers.

“Jordan—how many others?
And where is the closest one?” Darien barked out.

“Four. The closest is in
that second-story room over there.” Jordan pointed out a row of
hotel buildings not far from them. “The one next to the fire
escape.”

“Dugan,” Darien called
out.

“Got it,” Dugan responded,
firing a burst into a shuffling quartet of decaying corpses.
Tossing the strap of his weapon over his shoulder, he continued to
fire the gun from his hip with his left hand, reaching into his
coat pocket with the other. Quickly, he withdrew something
palm-sized, which he immediately brought to his mouth. After a
brief pause, he threw the object with impressive accuracy, directly
through the window of the aforementioned room. Almost as soon as it
crashed through the window, the hotel room blew outward into the
parking lot in a barrage of black smoke and debris. A third energy
pattern winked out from Jordan’s mental map.

“Three to go—” Jordan
started to call out, as two of the sorcerers released, in tandem,
yet another set of spells. One struck the bell of Darien’s
protective enchantment with a crackle of lavender energy. It
rippled across the invisible dome in a majestic show of purple
fire, but otherwise had no discernable effect. The second hex,
unfortunately, produced far better results.

Expecting another display
of pyrotechnics, Jordan felt his stomach lurch with fear as the
asphalt buckled up and rolled toward them. “Shit!” Darien hissed,
his fingers becoming animated as he attempted to extend the
enchantment beneath them—but it was too late. The ground under
their feet suddenly rippled with life, whipping upward and
scattering them into the air.

They were thrown in all
directions. But with the exception of a few bruises and abrasions,
none of them were hurt, and they quickly pulled themselves to their
feet. Unfortunately, they had lost the protection of Darien’s ward,
and the remaining demons were moving rapidly to cut them off from
one another.

“Don’t waste time trying
to regroup,” Darien called out, as he threw the contents of a vial
directly into a cluster of winged fairies swooping toward him.
Stopping in mid-flight, as though it had struck a brick wall, the
swarm suddenly fell to the ground in a viscous puddle of goo.
“Jordan, find those other wizards and kill them now! We’ll deal
with the rest of these atrocities!”

Jordan took off in the
direction of the two closest energy patterns. A pale wraith of
destruction, his torn and bleeding flesh glistening from the
increasing rainfall, he raced across the parking lot and toward the
hotel sales office—the source of the two readings.

As he neared, a man and
woman stepped from the cover of a large white van parked next to
the office. Both were wearing blue-black, heavily padded
vests—similar to ones he’d seen on police officers—and carrying
automatic weapons. Upon seeing him, they raised their weapons and
fired. Jordan made no attempt to evade their bullets. But their
ammunition struck his dead flesh, sending a burning fire coursing
throughout his body and slamming him to the ground in
agony.

As he rolled forward, a
familiar voice echoed in his mind: Fool!
Do you not recognize the mystical signatures of their ensorcelled
ammunition? They are Children of the Shadows, the pathetic
followers of those who would destroy us!

As much as he detested the
sudden intrusion of his darker self, Jordan realized that its
deduction was correct. With a snarl of rage, fangs bared, Jordan
leaped toward the pair as they continued to fire upon him. Their
bullets ripped into him, but his momentum was not hindered. Jumping
between the startled pair, Jordan extended his talons to either
side, and, in passing, relieved them of their windpipes.

Landing past the dying
couple as they collapsed to the ground, Jordan noticed yet another
pair of armed Children aiming at him from behind the parked van.
Growling like a cornered animal, he leaped toward the window of the
office, smashing through it just as the Children’s bullets tore up
the ground behind him.

Dropping to his feet in a
shower of shattered glass, Jordan quickly surveyed the situation.
In the back of the office, immediately before him, a man and a
woman sat hip to hip on a small sofa. They were dressed casually
and, though their eyes were wide open, their gazes were devoid of
awareness. Their glassy stares reminded him of the time Darien had
entered a trance so that he could extend the protective wards of
his house; Jordan knew he had located the sorcerers. But before he
could deal with them, a heavy-set man stepped from the corner of
the room and raised a gun to Jordan’s head.

Jordan yanked his head
back with superhuman speed just as the man fired. The bullet missed
him by a hair’s breadth, plowing instead through the portrait of a
grinning clown on the wall above the entranced woman’s head.
Grabbing the gunman’s wrist, Jordan spun him around until they both
faced the shattered window.

At that moment, the
remaining pair of armed Children appeared outside the ruined
window. Their bullets tore into the room, instantly killing
Jordan’s human shield. As the dead man slumped to the floor, Jordan
lifted the lifeless body with one hand. He slid the other down the
man’s wrist to relieve him of his handgun.

With considerable force,
Jordan then tossed the corpse toward the pair. They attempted to
dodge the hurtling cadaver, but Jordan’s choice of attack was too
unexpected, and they were knocked to the ground. Jordan stepped
forward and, with enormous satisfaction, emptied the handgun into
them.

Turning back, he was
gratified to see that his work had been finished by the overly
excitable Children. Slumped on the sofa, sizeable portions of their
heads missing, were the sorcerers, apparently killed by the wayward
fire of their own bodyguards.

“Thanks, guys,” Jordan
remarked idly to the dead couple lying outside, as he climbed
through the broken window. Jumping down, he sprinted back toward
the others—the remaining energy pattern was quickly converging on
his friends’ position.

. . . .

Her exhaustion growing,
Jenna sent a blazing neon ball into another cluster of attacking
demons. Her opponents this time were six gaunt, blue-skinned
satyrs, whose evil leers promised her anything but an easy death
should they reach her. Momentarily blinded, the creatures flailed
against one another until Dugan turned and dispatched
them.

From the corner of her
eye, Jenna saw Darien, wielding an oddly-curved dagger, moving with
striking speed and an almost feral litheness among another band of
hellspawn. She was amazed to see him dance among the clutching,
spitting monsters without their laying a single claw on him. With
each pass of his body and flick of his wrist, he cut a crimson
swath with surgical precision. His thin knife somehow unraveled the
creatures’ demonic substance, so that with each successful strike
they fell lifeless to the ground. Jenna wondered, as he wove among
the rapidly dwindling crowd of demons, how much longer he could
continue to avoid their lethal clutches.

She had no time to concern
herself with the alchemist, however, as something huge suddenly
moved into her field of vision. She directed her attention to the
lumbering beast, a grotesque cross between a decaying rhino and a
particularly ugly alley cat. The snorting, drooling monster was
easily the size of a horse.

As it swayed toward her,
each thud of its oozing hooves vibrating the ground ponderously,
Jenna prepared to discharge another of her unbinding spells. But
before she could release the disruptive energy, the demon froze in
its tracks, shaking its rotting feline skull as though besieged by
a swarm of gnats. It turned its attention toward Darien and a pack
of yellowish, sword-wielding, bipedal grasshoppers converging on
him. With a grating bellow, like a train collision, the behemoth
suddenly charged. Unsure of the effect her spell might have on
Darien, Jenna could only call out to him in warning. But the
alchemist had already noticed the monster barreling down on him and
had extricated himself from the cluster of demons.

To their mutual surprise,
however, the rampaging creature was not the least bit concerned
with Darien; instead, it seemed fixated on stomping the startled
grasshopper warriors into a sticky, pinkish-yellow paste. Looking
around, Jenna realized that all the remaining demons had gone
berserk, indiscriminately attacking each other as well as her
friends.

“What the hell’s going
on?” Dugan yelled, as the pair of giant wasp-like creatures
spiraling toward him suddenly veered off and began assailing a
feathery-winged incubus hovering a few yards away.

“Many of the demons are
nothing more than mindless constructs,” Darien returned, “the
warped products of the Mondragoran’s genetic manipulations on
various worlds throughout the ages. They must use sorcerers to keep
the nasty buggers in thrall. My guess is that Jordan has eliminated
their masters; without any direction, the demons have reverted to
their instinctive behaviors. They are indifferent killers, lashing
out at the nearest opponent without any regard to whose side
they’re on.”

Jenna had been facing
Darien, but had a sudden premonition that she should look behind
her. Spinning around, she found herself facing a tall woman with
long, raven hair, who had somehow managed to creep up on her.
Dressed in black jeans and a lacy silk shirt that revealed a good
deal of her breasts, the pale but eerily attractive woman caused
the fine hair on Jenna’s arms and neck to prickle.

The woman smiled slowly,
revealing two rows of narrow, delicately-pointed teeth. Her
predatory grin terrified Jenna more than all the nightmares she had
thus far encountered. Reflexively, Jenna channeled the last of her
mystical reserves into her already-prepared disrupting spell,
directing the lethal enchantment full force toward the woman. The
flood of emerald energy momentarily blocked her from Jenna’s sight.
But in the next second, as the flare faded from her vision, Jenna
was horrified to find the woman at arm’s length.

“Nice try, honey,” the
dark siren whispered throatily. “But I was born of this world.
Better luck in your next incarnation.” The woman’s hand, tipped
with dripping, inch-long talons, shot toward Jenna’s neck with
terrifying speed. In a desperate attempt to avoid the attack, Jenna
tucked her chin and threw herself back—but she was only partially
successful. The woman’s blow missed Jenna’s neck, but crushed her
lower chin and knocked her unconscious. The impact propelled Jenna
backward, spattering her face with the thick grey substance oozing
from the woman’s claws. Landing on her back, Jenna lay bleeding and
unmoving, the grayish liquid slowly chewing its way through the
delicate features of her face.

Both Dugan and Darien had
witnessed the attack. Darien raced toward Jenna, while Dugan closed
in on the strange woman from behind. Unable to fire his weapon
without striking Jenna or Darien, Dugan bellowed, hoping to
distract her. The woman turned to face him, and Dugan’s mind reeled
as he found himself facing Jordan’s former girlfriend. “Elizabeth,”
he whispered in shock.

“Hello, Paul,” she replied
with a sinister grin, as the first tendrils of a syrupy fog invaded
his mind. “I was hoping I’d see you here.” Dugan felt his thoughts
grow torpid as Elizabeth sauntered toward him. “I’d very much like
to thank you, in my own personal way, for all the help you’ve given
my old lover.”

In the back of his mind,
Dugan realized that he should be firing his weapon. But as he gazed
into her dark, sensuous eyes, he found that he no longer cared. All
he could think about was holding her firm body against his,
stroking her smooth ivory skin—sinking into warm oblivion with
her.

Moving within striking
distance, Elizabeth continued to psychically stoke the raging
desire with which she had infected his mind. As she manipulated him
with her heightened pheromones, she relished the euphoric feeling
of power Lord Ackerman’s gifts had granted her. Almost within reach
of Dugan, her own ardor began to burn as she anticipated the
pleasure she would soon experience—the rapture of gazing longingly
into his lust-sotted eyes while tearing out his throat with her
bare hands. The mere thought of his warm blood gushing across her
breasts and pouring down between her thighs led Elizabeth to
momentary distraction, a digression that proved quite unpleasant
when a clawed fist crashed unexpectedly into her jaw.

Sent tumbling away from
her mesmerized prey, she slammed into the side of a blue compact
car parked in front of one of the hotel rooms, shattering the
window and collapsing the passenger door with the force of the
impact. Climbing to her feet, she looked back to see Dugan, free
from her trance and down on his knees retching
uncontrollably.

Near him stood Jordan as
she’d never seen him before. She slowly scrutinized his body, with
its pale, rain-slicked muscles, thick, pulsating veins, and ebony
eyes. With a sigh, she realized that his body was the perfect
demonic match to hers. And soon, very soon, she would bring it to
her Lord, who would claim it for his own. Then, when he had
discarded Jordan’s pitiful soul from that gorgeous vessel,
replacing it with his own glorious essence, Ackerman would pleasure
her with it, sharing with her the darkest secrets of hell in their
infernal union.

“I like your new look,
lover,” she taunted. “It’s such a pity you had to take this long to
choose it, though. I’m afraid you’ve pissed off the Masters a
little too much, and they’ve sent me to repossess their work.” From
across the parking lot, she could sense his rage. “But before I do,
I think I’ll kill your little friends. After all, if they hadn’t
gotten involved in the first place, you would have come over to our
side a long time ago.”

“We’re not that easy to
kill, bitch,” Jordan spat back at her.

“Oh, I don’t know about
that,” she smirked, pointing toward Jenna’s crumpled form, over
which Darien was frantically ministrating. “That one was pretty
easy to take out.”

Glancing in the direction
she was pointing, Jordan noticed Jenna’s limp body for the first
time. “No!” he screamed, leaping toward Elizabeth. Elizabeth
swiftly grasped the door of the car next to her; pivoting toward
Jordan, she yanked the vehicle from the ground and tossed it at
him. The car flipped twice as it careened toward Jordan; then, in a
spray of debris and a screech of twisting metal, it crashed into
him. The car slid across the asphalt, Jordan trapped against its
side, until it finally slammed up against a curb.

Elizabeth was greatly
disappointed, however, when Jordan instantly rose up from behind
the battered car. There was nothing but a deep tear across his
right shoulder, where the vehicle had first struck him, to show for
all her calculated effort.

Gritting his teeth,
Jordan’s voice was a hoarse whisper. Nevertheless, Elizabeth’s
supernaturally acute hearing picked up every word. “I told you what
I’d do if you ever threw anything at me again, bitch!” he hissed.
Then, with incredible speed, he yanked a no-parking sign from the
ground, sending it spiraling through the air toward her.

Caught off guard by the
unexpected projectile, and seriously miscalculating its velocity
and trajectory, Elizabeth failed to move out of the sign’s path
within the split second allotted her. The makeshift weapon clipped
her across the chest, just above her left breast, knocking her
backward. Like a spinning saw blade, the pole cleaved completely
through her chest and shoulder, until her left arm, connected by
only a few strands of ravaged flesh and torn tendons, dangled
uselessly from her side.

Howling in pain and rage,
a glowing blue liquid gushing from the terrible rent in her chest,
Elizabeth picked herself up from the ground. Sensing that she had
lost the upper hand, she played her ace in the hole: she called
out, blue fluid spraying from her lips, “Xerces, aid me now!”
Suddenly, and seemingly out of nowhere, Jordan found a demon
between himself and Elizabeth.

The lumpy creature was
vaguely simian, with a thick sloping forehead, fat fleshy lips, and
long arms and legs, each ending in a gnarled, five-fingered hand.
But the creature’s similarities with the primates ended there: the
rest of its features were obviously demonic. Devoid of hair and
smelling of rotting vegetation, the sexless monster’s body was a
sickly gray, except for an underlying hue of amber rippling deep
within its dermal layers. And although the thing’s body was swollen
and bloated, its flesh hung in loose, wrinkled folds across its
frame like the skin of a Shar-Pei.

Standing as tall as
Jordan, the demon glared deeply into his eyes. Its bloodshot orbs
radiated a sentient malevolence. Meanwhile, it wrinkled its
flattened nose continually, while curling its rubbery lips to
reveal the knobby yellow stumps that served as its
teeth.

Though grotesque, it was
not the massive demon’s general appearance that caused Jordan to
balk in mid-attack, talons extended. Rather, it was the two objects
Jordan noticed extending through the monster’s doughy flesh: the
head and left hand of a young girl. Horrified, Jordan stared at the
pieces hanging pathetically from the monster’s distended chest. He
was appalled further when the pieces suddenly twitched, and a weak
moan issued from the child’s mouth. The demon’s own wide orifice
split into a cruel grin as the blond-haired girl, with her
filth-matted pigtails, weakly lolled her head on the small portion
of neck protruding outside the creature’s body. Peering upward, she
transfixed Jordan with a look of glazed terror from her cornflower
blue eyes.

“Do you like my newest
acquisition?” the creature rasped. In response, a deep growl
rumbled in Jordan’s throat. “Temper, temper, changeling,” the demon
chastised, glaring at him, “this tender morsel is linked to my
essence; if you hurt me, you hurt her.” Its inhuman grin stretched
tight, almost spreading to each of its stunted seashell ears. “And
if you kill me, you will most certainly kill her.”

Shifting his awareness,
Jordan scanned the demon’s aura and was repulsed to learn that it
spoke the truth. Somehow the foul creature had sheathed both its
physical form and mystical substance around the poor child. It had
infiltrated her being with countless tendrils of its living flesh
and arcane essence. And though the child’s life still pulsed
beneath the demon’s putrid layers, Jordan was at an absolute loss
how he could separate one from the other.

“I believe the word you
are searching for is ‘checkmate,’” the demon remarked with a
leer.

“Damn you!” Jordan
screamed.

It chuckled deeply.
“Sorry, I beat you to that eons ago.”

Jordan remained rooted,
his body trembling with rage. Slowly he lowered his hands, as
Elizabeth, a sick smile of victory painted across her face,
approached.

Her smirk vanished,
however, when a fiery wave of red roared across her body, igniting
it in a fierce blaze of yellow and blue flames. Glancing back,
Jordan saw Darien standing with his hands outstretched toward
Elizabeth’s burning body. Beside him, Dugan held Jenna, who was
leaning heavily against him.

A hellish wail rose from
Darien’s miniature inferno, and Elizabeth exploded upward from the
center of the flames. Her clothing had burned away, and a fair
portion of her flesh was blackened and charred. Her left arm
dangled uselessly at her side. Nevertheless, she remained aloft,
supported by two enormous, bat-like wings that extended several
body lengths from her back.

“This is not over!” she
screeched. Then, catching an updraft, she swooped up into the
stormy sky and soared away.

“I think that’s my cue,”
the simian demon commented, a split second before slamming Jordan
in the chest with its curved, broken nails. Slashing deep furrows
across his torso, the demon knocked Jordan backward several paces,
then turned and fled, lumbering across the parking lot with
surprising speed. Jordan ran after it, but the demon dove abruptly
toward a gutter with a grated covering. Ripping the cover away, the
monster forced its suddenly malleable body through the narrow space
with amazing alacrity. Jordan could do nothing but glare at the
cavernous slit, while the cold and dirty rainwater gurgled down
it.

Hearing the familiar
footfalls of the others, Jordan turned to face them. Jenna was pale
and shaken, but otherwise unharmed. “I was afraid she’d killed you
back there,” he said softly, reaching out to stroke her cheek.
Noticing the blood on his talons, he pulled his hand
away.

Jenna smiled thinly. “I’m
not that easy to get rid of.” She briefly touched the back of his
hand before he lowered it.

“Actually, the lass is
downplaying the incident,” Darien remarked solemnly. “Besides
tearing her up rather badly, that demon covered her face with a
highly corrosive mucous. Had I not used the last of my Elixir on
her, Jenna might not have survived. At the very least, she would
have been horribly scarred.”

“That demon,” Dugan
growled, “was Jordan’s old girlfriend.”

“I see. Well, all I can
suggest is that everyone be wary of her. She is quite strong, and,
judging from Dugan’s reaction, capable of entrancing humans through
biological or mystical means.

“The spell I struck her
with was designed to cripple or destroy most demons. Given her
physical condition before I cast it upon her, it should have done
the trick. Yet she was able to draw enough energy to transform
herself and escape. Ackerman obviously has put considerable effort
into developing a particularly formidable revenant. We should count
ourselves fortunate that he apparently hasn’t had time to teach her
the arts.”

“I don’t care how strong
she is; the next time we meet, I’m going to kill her!” Jordan
vowed, the hate dripping from his words. “I would have had her this
time, if it weren’t for that demon she had protecting her.”
Jordan’s expression suddenly softened. “God, Darien, it was
horrible. That thing had somehow trapped a little girl’s body
within its own. I couldn’t hurt it without hurting the
child.”

“I know,” Darien agreed
sadly. “I scried its essence from a distance. By itself, the
creature is fairly weak. Apparently it was designed with, or
perhaps developed, the ability to trap and store innocence in that
horrid manner. Considering the complexity of the mystical essence
it had woven into the child, it would have taken me weeks to
separate them. That’s assuming I could bind the demon in the first
place. There’s was nothing you could have done.”

“You’re wrong, Darien. At
the very least I should have killed them both, rather than allow
that creature to escape with the child.”

“There’s nothing we can do
about it now, lad. Besides, when Elizabeth took off, the whole lot
of them bolted; we couldn’t have gone after them all.” Jordan
glanced around, realizing for the first time that, except for the
dead ones, the demons had all fled.

“But what we can do is to
try to end this nightmare now, before it grows any worse,” Jenna
announced, pushing herself from Dugan to stand on her own. “Every
hour we wait, more innocent people will suffer.”

 “By attacking now,”
Darien added, “on the heels of their attempt to eliminate us, we
might still gain some degree of surprise.”

“So we’ll go for Ackerman
now?” Jenna asked the group. Darien and Dugan both nodded; Jordan
had turned away and was staring in the direction Elizabeth had
flown off. “Jordan?” Jenna inquired.

“Oh, I agree, we should
hit them now.” He turned back toward them. “I just realized what’s
in that direction: my bank, otherwise known as the Foundation
site.”

“Then we should not delay
further.” Darien walked rapidly toward what was previously their
hotel room. He called over his shoulder to Jordan, “Do you know
where St. Jude’s is? Isn’t it a few blocks away from the
bank?”

“Yeah, why?” Jordan asked,
following along with the others.

“Despite being so close to
the epicenter of Ackerman’s power, that site would probably offer
us some degree of protection from his scrying. I suggest we each
take our vehicles and rendezvous there. Dugan and I have brought
along a few items that might prove beneficial. We could avail
ourselves of the church’s innate wards and its proximity, using it
as a temporary base to equip ourselves before continuing on to the
Foundation.”

“Alright,” Jordan agreed
as they neared the truck. “We should be there in about twenty
minutes.”

Dugan followed Darien to
Jordan’s old Jeep. Jenna was already in the passenger seat when
Jordan climbed into the truck. Hands in her lap, she glanced at him
as he started the vehicle. “Are you alright?” he asked with concern
as they pulled out of the parking spot.

“Yeah, Darien’s Elixir
seems to be in my system now. I feel better than when we arrived.”
She stared out the window, as the rain struck the glass. “I was
just thinking—within an hour or so, we’re either going to end this
whole nightmare or no longer be in any condition to care.” She
sighed. “After what just happened to me, it’s hard to accept that
I’m going to put my mortality on the chopping block again so
soon.”

He reached his hand toward
hers. “Are you scared?”

“Shit, yes!” She laughed
darkly.

“Do you want to get out
now, while you’ve still got the chance?”

She stared down the empty
road. “Would you understand if I did?”

“I told you before, the
last thing I ever wanted to see was your death. I’d
understand...I....” He left the sentence unfinished.

A smile crossed Jenna’s
face, and she leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek.
“Thanks. I just needed to know if the option was still there. I
already owe the Mondragoran for what they did to Tobias and Maggie.
Now, thanks to Ackerman’s bitch, my reasons for revenge couldn’t
get any more personal. No, I’m going to see this through to the
end.”

The truck cab grew silent
for a moment. “By the way,” Jenna added, breaking the stillness, “I
like you too.”



Chapter Thirty-Two

Arriving at the church,
they found the building abandoned. Darien ushered Jordan and Jenna
inside. Following them, he explained that, although Dugan had no
significant magical abilities and he could dampen his own, it was
crucial that Jordan’s and Jenna’s auras be obscured until they
moved against Ackerman.

Once in the main chapel,
Darien settled into one of the nondescript pews and removed several
brightly-colored crystals from his compartmented belt. He proceeded
to weave elaborate spells around the multi-faceted quartz.
Meanwhile, Dugan made repeated trips back and forth between the
Jeep and the church, depositing, with each return to the vestibule,
boxes or crates from Jordan’s vehicle.

“Where do you think
everyone is?” Jenna asked of no one in particular. She looked down
the nave toward the altar, studying the ornate crucifix suspended
high above it.

“Although the church might
have protected people from physical attacks by the demons, it is
likely that most were affected by the malaise Ackerman spread
across the city,” Darien explained, continuing to manipulate the
crystals. “Anyone with any virtue in his soul would have been
driven away by the spell—or become so befuddled that he wandered
beyond the church’s defensive range.”

“Speaking of protection,”
Jordan interjected, “I was wondering why we chose another church to
hide in. As I recall, the last one didn’t do us much
good.”

“True,” Darien agreed,
finishing with the last of his crystals. Sealing them back in the
pouch, he turned toward Jordan. “But those circumstances were quite
different. As you might remember, that site was no longer hallowed,
and therefore offered us no more security from the Mondragoran’s
followers than any other. Had I not exhausted myself from our
earlier battle, I would have been clear-headed enough to realize
that. Unfortunately, after regaining consciousness in the church, I
never thought to check its innate barriers.”

“What do you mean by
innate barriers?” Jordan asked. “I thought churches offered
protection because they’d been consecrated in the name of
God.”

“It’s not quite that
simple.” Darien stepped from the pew, approaching Jenna. Following
her gaze toward the altar, his hands clasped behind his back, he
continued. “In all honesty, after almost two thousand years of
existence, I’ve yet to witness anything that unequivocally proves
to me that there is, in fact, a
God—or, for that matter, a Devil. Mind you, I’m not claiming
that neither exists; I’ve just never seen anything that assures me
that they do. Of course, as you and Jenna are aware, there are an
infinite number of entities that swing on the fulcrum between good
and evil. Your misfortune, Jordan, is that your parents trafficked
with one of the races that lean heavily toward the negative side of
the balance.”

“Okay, so if a church’s
protection has nothing to do with it being consecrated in God’s
name, how does it become hallowed ground?”

“That’s simple, my boy.”
Dugan laid a hand on Jordan’s shoulder and waved his other hand
above his head, at the church around them. “It’s all a matter of
faith.”

Darien nodded. “The power
of pure faith, by those who truly believe, is an awesome thing.
Such conviction can move mountains, my friend. Any place—be it
church, synagogue, or a circle of stones—where people gather to
worship can, with time, absorb, and to a certain degree store, the
psychic energy exuded by the followers of that belief system.
Because the people who worship here believe that the house of God
protects them from the Devil’s minions, the spiritual energies
accumulated within these walls are distasteful, and in some cases
fatal, to many forms of demon. Hence, this site offers limited
sanctuary from the Mondragoran’s followers.”

“So when people stopped
worshiping at St. Paul’s, its holiness just—leaked away?” Jordan
asked.

“Something like that,
lad,” Dugan chuckled. “And as Ackerman’s underling noted, the
grounds had been profaned as well. You can fill a site with
negative energy as well as positive. Whether or not Satan actually
exists, Satanists can perform enough foul acts within a particular
place to make that site conducive to demon summoning. As I said,
it’s all a matter of what you believe, and how fervently you
proclaim it.”

“And so ends today’s
lecture on the subject of psychic energy storage within physical
structures,” Darien interrupted, turning back to Jordan and Dugan.
“I believe Paul has finished transferring the contents of the Jeep
into the vestibule. I suggest we go examine them.”

“What kind of toys have
you brought us, St. Nick?” Jenna moved in step with Darien as they
exited the chapel.

“Oh, just a few odds and
ends that I’ve accumulated over time—assorted knick-knacks that
will blow just about any demon from here to hell and back
again.”

“My kind of playthings,”
she said with a smile, as they stepped into the
vestibule.

Surveying the entry,
Jordan and Jenna were astonished at the vast array of weapons
spread out across the floor, from daggers and crossbows to shotguns
and assault rifles. Nearby was a cluster of boxes of ammunition;
further down, a crate of grenades. Yet another container was
overflowing with cruelly-barbed caltrops. “Impressive,” Jordan
drawled. “Looks like you’ve got a little of everything here,
Darien. Ackerman would be quite touched.”

“Really?” Darien
asked.

“Trust me, you’ve got his
personal armory here in miniature. Of course, I blew that one
straight to hell,” Jordan finished with a broad grin.

“Good to know, my boy,
good to know.” Dugan began rifling through some
packages.

“Designer clothing, too?”
Jenna crouched down to remove a heavy black shirt with long sleeves
from a large wooden crate. It was covered with a fine chain mesh
and lined with thin panels of a molded material.

“That, my dear, is much,
much more.” Darien leaned down and removed the garment from her
hands. “This—” he held up the shirt— “is the top of the line in
ultra-light tactical armor. The shirt, like the pants and boots
accompanying it, is composed of a unique and complex polymer
compound. After being bonded in several stages, it is damn near
indestructible. Not only will this material resist the edge of a
razor, but it is heat resistant, masks the wearer’s thermal
signature, and suppresses his scent. In other words, it is
excellent demon protection. Not to mention that the garments are
lined with the newest in Kevlar armor and covered with ensorcelled
chain mail. Both help defend against projectiles, but the enchanted
mail also offers protection from many spells. Fortunately, it does
so without disrupting the matrices of any incantations the wearer
himself may cast.”

“And you just
happen to have four sets
of these nifty superhero outfits?” Jenna asked
incredulously.

“Actually there are
six—three in this crate and three more in the one by the door. You
really shouldn’t be too surprised, my dear. It’s not as though I’m
clairvoyant; I simply plan ahead. From past experience, I’ve
learned that one should have not only enough weapons and armor for
oneself, but enough to share with those who might be crucial to
one’s survival. I had sequestered several of these outfits, along
with the weapons you see before you, in emergency caches scattered
throughout the city.”

“Sorry, I guess I’m a
little overwhelmed,” Jenna apologized. “I never expected that we’d
have anything as sophisticated as this stuff when we went against
Ackerman.”

“Trust me, when you’ve
been around this long, you learn to prepare.” Darien handed the
shirt back to Jenna. “Anyway, these are merely tools, items that
increase our chance of success but do not assure it. Our greatest
assets are still our minds,” Darien tapped the side of his head,
“and our spirits.”

“But having an automatic
weapon with ensorcelled armor-piercing ammunition doesn’t hurt!”
Dugan added, inspecting a weapon that reminded Jordan of an
M-16.

“No—no, it doesn’t,”
Darien agreed, bending to remove a brace of knives with leather
sheaths from a box at his feet. “But there’s something to be said
for the old-fashioned as well.” Sliding one of the long serrated
daggers from its sheath, Darien ran the ball of his thumb gently
across its edge. “The more complex the weapon, the more susceptible
it is to magical attacks.” Apparently satisfied, Darien sheathed
the knife and returned it to the container.

“You’ve been fortunate so
far, Paul. For the most part, you’ve encountered only non-adept
demons, hellspawn, or humans. Once in Ackerman’s lair, however, we
are likely to encounter a greater number of spell casters, who
would be quite capable of turning the airborne projectiles from
that type of weapon against us,” Darien warned, indicating the gun
in Dugan’s hands. “I would strongly recommend that everyone choose
a variety of weapons, with an emphasis on the mundane. Items such
as swords, throwing daggers, even crossbows might be more useful as
we penetrate deep into Ackerman’s den than the most sophisticated
machine guns.”

“Have you worked out how
we’re going to handle this little covert operation?” Jordan asked,
selecting his armor from the crate by the door.

“I was attending to that
point in the chapel.” Darien reached into one of the small
compartments on his belt pouch and removed a purple crystal and a
yellow crystal. He glanced at Jenna, who was comparing the various
sizes of armor in the crate next to her. “You were not there, of
course, Jenna, but Dugan and Jordan will remember that when my home
was assaulted by demons, I detonated my sun room from a distance by
uttering a trigger word. I had enchanted various sections of my
home with incendiary spells in advance, then linked those
enchantments to certain objects on my person. Once we were safely
out of the blast range, I was able to activate the spells through
those objects.”

“Remote control magic, so
to speak,” Jenna remarked, impressed.

“Precisely. And now,”
Darien held up the two crystals, “I have performed a similar feat
with these stones. The purple one, when activated, releases a
glamour spell that will surround us for a limited radius, altering
the perceptions of most humans or demons that might chance to see
us. The spell causes them to see whatever beings they believe are
most likely to be in the vicinity. It is not very specific, in that
we can’t choose to camouflage ourselves with the image of a
particular species; however, by presenting us as common creatures,
it ensures that most entities will simply ignore our
presence.”

Darien slipped the purple
crystal back into his pouch. “The yellow one creates a low-level,
invisible ward that will protect us from the elements. For example,
once we are out in the storm, the rain will slip past us and the
wind will move around us. This shield is designed to mimic the
auras of many changelings, which, by virtue of their alien origins,
are often unaffected by certain aspects of this world’s natural
order. These spells, when activated in tandem, should give the
impression that we are just another group of demons on our way to
commune with our master.”

“What do we do about our
own auras and scents?” Dugan inquired.

“The former will be dealt
with by a suppression spell, which I will cast with the aid of yet
another crystal.” Darien tapped his pouch. “That enchantment will
allow me to regulate the residual energy signature each of us
naturally releases. I will simply blanket our auras, with the
exception of Jordan’s. His I will limit so that his negative
presence is clearly noticed, but not the overwhelming power that
goes along with it. Our combined aura should therefore come across
as Mondragoran in origin.

“I’m afraid, however, that
there is nothing much we can do about our scents. The type of spell
that would cause olfactory delusions is too complex for me to
prepare with the time we have left. We can only hope that the
warrens under the Foundation are so saturated with the odors of
various creatures that no one will notice the
difference.”

“I think it’s about time
we got this show on the road,” Jordan remarked, pulling the
tight-fitting black armor shirt over his bare torso.

“Agreed.” Darien gathered
the pieces of his armored attire. “Jenna, we can change in here.
You can use the chapel if you wish.”

“If I don’t feel secure
enough to change clothes around all of you, I sure as hell
shouldn’t be trusting you with my life,” Jenna pointed out,
reaching for the form-fitting pants.

“Of course,” Darien
agreed, trying not to stare at Jenna’s legs as she pulled her pants
snugly around them. Dugan only chuckled, unabashedly removing his
clothing to reveal his round, hirsute frame and a worn pair of red
and white spotted boxers.

Within thirty minutes,
they had changed and supplied themselves with an assortment of
weapons. Jenna had armed herself with a dagger, a rapier—with which
she had some familiarity from her fencing days in college—and an
automatic handgun. Jordan had chosen a short sword, as well as an
automatic rifle similar to the one he had used when Darien’s home
was attacked.

Dugan, leaning heavily
toward modern weaponry, had selected an impressive machine gun with
a silencer, a handgun with a laser scope, and, across his chest, a
bandolier crammed with grenades and flares. He concluded his
high-tech ensemble with his sawed-off shotgun, slung in a quiver
across his broad back. The only pre-gunpowder weapon on his person
was a large survival knife strapped to his right leg.

Darien, ignoring his own
advice to diversify, had revealed his preference for edged weapons.
He had attached fighting dirks to the outside of each wrist and to
his boots, and a bandolier across his chest with throwing daggers
and shurikens. On his right hip hung the narrow curved dagger he
had used at the hotel; the other sported a handgun, the only
advanced weapon on his person. Across his back, Darien carried a
crossbow and quiver loaded with color-coded quarrels.

Finally, they filled their
packs with an assortment of smaller articles, ranging from smoke
grenades to holy water, and quietly departed the church. They
endured the chill rain and wicked winds only briefly before Darien
activated the glamour, shielding, and suppression spells. They then
began the short expedition to the First Bank of Seattle and their
final objectives: the Foundation and Ackerman.

. . . .

I feel the threads of the
future trembling in the loom of tomorrow, daughter,
the entity once known as Lord Ackerman whispered
into the night of Elizabeth Summer’s mind. I perceive that the final confrontation is close at
hand.

Her sleek body fully
restored with a touch from her god, Elizabeth lay curled in the
darkness against his ruptured feet. His damp, putrefying flesh
pressed against her smooth hide, as his skin, flayed from internal
pressure, sloughed away. In a futile attempt to ease the inferno
raging within him, she blanketed his fevered body with the chill
touch of her ebony wings. “I am ready to do your bidding,” she
crooned softly.

Good, my daughter, very
good. His words brought her pleasure
beyond expression. You have executed my
commands well, and I am pleased with you. Not only have you drawn
our enemies into my snare after but one attempt; you have also kept
them alive, so that I might have the pleasure of dispatching them
myself. But we must be mindful that, while we have enticed the prey
to us, it remains a quarry with teeth. We must be cautious in
destroying it that we do not allow ourselves to be
bitten.

“What would you have me do
next, my Lord?”

It is of the utmost
importance that I encounter the Child of Shadows and his followers
at the place and time of my choosing. Therefore, you will bring the
remaining Children before me, so that I might imbue their mortal
substance with my essence. Then you will place each of them in the
junctures and avenues leading to the Grand Chamber. It is there
that I shall meet the Child: beneath where the Foundation melds
with this reality.

“And the instructions to
your foot-soldiers, my Lord?”

Simply to guard the way,
daughter, nothing more.

“Forgive my impertinence,
Lord, but after witnessing first-hand the destruction of our troops
by Jordan and his companions, I can assure you that the Children
you have left within these walls are not equal to the task you
would set. They will easily fall before the Child and his
followers.”

Which, daughter, is
exactly as I would have it. Their only purpose is to serve as
living markers, that we might track the progress of the Child of
Shadows. Ackerman chuckled with evil
mirth. You see, I do not expect the Child,
or his associates, to show mercy to any of my disciples. They will
undoubtedly slay everyone they encounter as they advance. And upon
the destruction of each vessel, the parcel of energy inhabiting it
will return to me, revealing the location of my opponents. Then,
daughter, not only will you be able to monitor them through your
link with me, but by employing our troops, you shall direct and
control their progress.

Elizabeth smiled in the
shadows. “I understand, my Lord.”

I knew you would,
daughter. Now go and summon the remaining Children to me.
Elizabeth rose in the darkness, her great wings
folding behind her. After branding them
with my power, I shall transport myself to the Grand Chamber and
await the final hour of reckoning.

. . . .

Jordan was surprised how
relatively normal the bank appeared. The squat, two-story building
with the weathered red brick exterior looked the same as it had on
his previous visits. Although the churning clouds overhead and the
driving rain lent a dark pall to the afternoon, the trees and
shrubs around the bank and the vines clinging to its walls seemed
as healthy and vibrant as ever. The only notable difference was the
emptiness of the parking lot. But as the four of them drew closer,
a few oddities began to emerge.

The most apparent anomaly
was the strange stillness hanging in the clammy air. Despite the
booming thunder and the lightning tearing across the sky, the
atmosphere immediately around them seemed stale and listless. It
was as though the day had been stillborn, and, with its passing,
the last embers of life drained from the surroundings. Nearing the
entrance, with its heavy glass doors and pillars, Jordan realized
that the apparently healthy trees and bushes were, in fact,
desiccated skeletal remains of the former plants, encased in an
oozing, creeping fungus.

“Don’t come in contact
with that substance,” Darien quietly advised, as the group moved
between two pillars festooned with the slimy mold. Jordan wondered
what the danger was; then he saw that the “bushes” at the base of
the pillars were actually the huddled remains of human beings,
their flesh and clothing stripped from the bones by the dripping
growth. The substance was almost imperceptibly chewing its way
through the bones, slowly dissolving them so that nothing would
remain to warn any future victim of its lethal nature.

Reaching the doors, Dugan
cursed softly. “The bloody power’s off. Everything’s in shadows; I
can’t make out a damn thing!”

Staring into the dim
interior, it took Jordan only a moment to adjust his vision. “It’s
okay,” he said, “I can see just fine. The lobby’s a bit torn
up—there’s some overturned furniture—and there’s paper everywhere,
but otherwise it’s completely empty.”

“Jenna,” Darien whispered,
“can you broaden the spectrum of your vision enough to see in the
dark?” Jordan glanced at Jenna, who nodded. “Good,” Darien
continued. “My own sight extends beyond the norm, so I’ll be able
to get by; that leaves only you, Paul....” Darien placed the
fingers of his left hand against Dugan’s right temple. Dugan’s eyes
opened wide.

“Not bad, Darien,” he
remarked, “I can pretty much see everything now.”

“Good. That spell will
only last a few hours, but it should suffice. I suggest we limit
our speech as much as possible. Otherwise, we might make the
mistake of sounding entirely unlike whatever creature the glamour
spell might be mimicking at the time. Try to rely on eye contact
and gestures as much as possible.”

The other three nodded in
unison, and Dugan opened the doors.

Dugan’s concern that their
scents would draw the attention of the hellspawn was quickly
vanquished by the rolling stench that washed over them. The odor
was an amalgamation of offensive smells. Concentrating, Jordan
discovered that his heightened senses could distinguish some of its
components: decaying flesh, the sour smell of urine, feces, rank
body odors. But for each scent he identified, there were a dozen or
more equally foul aromas assailing his senses.

Jenna and Dugan both began
to gag, their eyes streaming. Darien unzipped one of his belt
pouches and removed a small leather satchel. Loosening the
drawstrings, the alchemist reached in and removed a pinch of the
contents. A whiff of the mixture drifted toward Jordan—a pungent,
yet not unappealing, blend of herbs greeted him. Wordlessly
offering the bag first to Jenna, then to Dugan and Jordan, Darien
crushed the dried material just inside his nostrils.

Examining the ruined
lobby, Jordan realized that the abstract patterns etched across the
walls seemed familiar. With a jolt of understanding, he recalled
the runes Maggie had once shown him.

Darien followed Jordan’s
line of sight and whispered an explanation. “They’re wards—no doubt
designed by the Brothers to keep the Mondragoran’s demons at bay.”
He directed Jordan’s attention to several gaping holes in the
walls, apparently the result of someone wielding a sledgehammer.
Huge portions of the intricate murals had been eliminated by the
seemingly random destruction. “The protection they once offered is
gone,” Darien added. “The Mondragoran’s human disciples did this,
unraveling the Brothers’ defenses.”

“Where do we go?” Dugan
whispered, scanning the empty lobby.

“If he concentrates, I
think Jordan can find the way.” Darien glanced toward Jordan and
nodded; slowly, Jordan began to extend his awareness throughout the
structure.

While the tendrils of
Jordan’s essence gradually permeated every stone in the bank,
Darien carefully regulated the ambient power released as a
byproduct of the scrying. He dispersed it in such a way that it
appeared to be the same type of residual energy shed by any higher
demon that might have entered the building.

Mentally caressing the
cold stones, Jordan quickly learned that the tomb-like atmosphere
within the bank was all too real. Nowhere within the blighted
building could he discern an energy pattern of any sort: neither
demon nor human, living or undead. But as he extended his senses
downward, beneath the black and white marble they stood upon,
Jordan discovered a different realm lurking below. Deep in the
earth, there was a maze of spiraling corridors, merging with
countless rooms to form a seemingly endless labyrinth of
stone.

And in the center of this
immense underground network, Jordan located a fragment of reality
that was in flux—a section of existence that in one instant
appeared ordinary, and in the next simply ceased to be, becoming a
null-space that defied explanation. Jordan felt the hateful
presence within him stir in response to the Foundation’s discovery.
And in the same instance that his awareness plunged through the
Brothers’ secret labor, Jordan also discovered where the demons had
been hiding. Like rancid meat writhing with maggots, the warrens
below seethed with a legion of the Mondragoran’s servants. Their
energy patterns constantly shifted and flickered as they slithered
through its winding corridors.

Retracting his essence,
Jordan carefully traced the threads of his being through the tangle
of corridors and rooms, finally locating the point of
entry.

“I know where we need to
go,” he announced. “There’s a huge underground complex below us,
and the Foundation lies directly in the middle.” He paused. “The
place is also teeming with demons. You don’t want to know how
many.”

Darien nodded. “From here
on we will need to be particularly cautious. Jordan, you and Paul
take the lead. Jenna and I will follow.”

Through the open lobby and
past blood-spattered desks, Jordan led them to the huge walk-in
vault. Its massive door, the thick hinges torn asunder like cheap
tin, lay halfway embedded in an adjacent wall. Entering the metal
chamber, they discovered that a sizeable portion of the floor had
been torn up. Shredded metal, lumps of stone, and piles of moist
earth lay heaped against the vault’s interior walls.

Past the lip of the
violent excavation, a narrow row of smooth stone steps led at a
steep angle into the ground below. They descended single
file—Jordan in the lead, followed by Dugan, then Darien, and
finally Jenna—into the pit.



Chapter Thirty-Three

Jordan thought he had
prepared himself mentally for the upcoming battle against the
Mondragoran. But cramped, claustrophobia-inducing catacombs hadn’t
been featured in any of the scenarios he had played out. If he was
going to fight to his death, he wanted to have the space to do it
in.

To his relief, after a few
hundred feet, the narrow shaft gradually began to expand.
Eventually, the passage grew wide enough to accommodate several
abreast, the damp stone ceiling hanging far above their heads. Once
they could maneuver, the group slipped from their single file
order: Jordan and Dugan took the lead, with Darien and Jenna close
behind.

As they followed the
twisting tunnels, Jordan determined that, although they had not
encountered any demons thus far, they were nevertheless surrounded
by them. He had become aware of a variety of energy signatures
reverberating throughout the warrens. His senses attuned as never
before, Jordan analyzed both the energy readings and the tunnel
layout as they continued to navigate the ever-expanding maze of
passages.

Jordan was overwhelmed by
the sheer volume of power shifting about them. Grimacing, he
attempted to sort out the tangled mass of input, almost oblivious
to the hand that reached over and gently but firmly grasped his
left shoulder. His concentration broken, he turned to
Darien.

The alchemist gently shook
his head as he released Jordan. “Don’t try to filter out the
individual readings,” he whispered. “Their numbers are too great,
and you will only weaken yourself. It is enough for you to be aware
if any of the patterns suddenly converge upon us. Apart from that,
just try to keep us moving toward the Foundation.”

Jordan nodded silently.
Realigning the tendrils of his essence, he focused on the
reality-flux he had detected earlier. With a thought, he directed
the questing filaments of his power toward the source of the
spatial anomaly, suspended deep in the earth beneath them. He
located the irregularity almost instantaneously, sedately pulsing
in the center of the Brothers’ creation.

In awe, he gently brushed
against it with the essence of his existence. But no sooner did he
make contact with the alien power source than his lines of force
went numb. Jordan yanked his essence back with a startled
gasp.

“Are you alright, lad?”
Dugan turned toward him.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he
responded shakily. “I don’t know what you’d call it, but I just
sort of directed part of my awareness into the Foundation. I’ve
done it before when searching for demons or humans—only this time,
when I touched the power, that part of my essence disappeared. It
was like someone cut a piece of me off and cauterized the wound in
an instant.” Jordan shook his head. “No, no, it’s worse than that.
It was more like that part of me was unmade, like it had never
been.”

“The process you describe
coincides with my theory of how the Foundations function,” Darien
commented. “I surmise that the Foundations do, in fact, ‘unmake’
any power they come into contact with, though I suspect they are
particularly virulent toward Mondragoran energy. I suggest you
refrain from attempting to study the Foundation directly. Instead,
survey the area around the site.”

“That’s fine with me; I
don’t enjoy having pieces of myself erased.”

“But if the ward’s so
powerful, what does Ackerman hope to achieve by surrounding it like
this?” Jenna asked.

“I’m not certain,” Darien
remarked. “But there is far more going on here than a simple
attempt to overwhelm the site by sheer force. These walls—” he laid
his hand against one of the smooth, damp blocks—”were not
constructed by human hands. I’ve managed to sort out several of
their mystic patterns from the background noise, and it is apparent
to me that this entire complex was produced by powerful sorcery.
The Fratri Lucarum was far more than a simple order of cabalists;
the brothers designed the tunnels around the Foundation with a
purpose, although what that might have been I cannot
tell.”

“Do you think there’s a
connection between the disappearance of—?” Jenna’s question was cut
short by a hiss from Jordan, as he pointed urgently down the
tunnel. Distracted by the conversation, he had almost failed to
notice the approach of a cluster of sluggish auras as they grazed
against the truncated lines of energy comprising his warning field.
Darien’s glamour was about to be put to the test.

Jordan drew in the last
remnants of his power to avoid drawing the attention of the
creatures. One of the errant filaments passed momentarily through
an adjacent section of gray stone, and he was caught off-guard by a
peculiar sensation. It was a feeling that someone was watching him,
followed by an image: a blond man in brown robes, his eyes filled
with an expression of solemn understanding. Jordan noted that the
darker portion of his ego was greatly disturbed by his vision. He
was unable to pursue the anomaly, however, for at that moment the
demons appeared.

The squat creatures
shambled down the long corridor, grunting unintelligibly. It took
all Jordan’s self-control not to laugh out loud. Trudging along,
dressed in a motley assortment of mismatched and misplaced
clothing—Bermuda shorts with a vest and suit-jacket, bras tied
around their heads as bandannas—the quintet appeared for all the
world to be mangy humanoid poodles.

After so many abject
horrors, these pathetic creatures, with their mongrel features and
paw-like hands, struck Jordan as absurd. The whole scene might have
been comical, if it weren’t for the grisly fact that two of the
creatures were gnawing on shanks of meat that seemed to be human in
origin.

The demons took no notice
of Jordan and the others as they passed. When the twisted
aberrations had advanced far enough down the corridor that their
guttural speech and clumsy footfalls could no longer be heard,
Darien was the first to speak. “Damned kobolds; nothing but filthy,
scavenging carrion eaters. I thought we’d seen the last of their
ilk a thousand years ago.”

A sick feeling slithered
into the pit of Jordan’s stomach at the memory of the pair chewing
on human limbs. Suddenly, the monsters’ attire took on a much
darker connotation, as it dawned on Jordan how they must have
obtained it. Grimly, he recalled that one of the demons was wearing
a child’s T-shirt tied around its arm like a badge of honor. Within
his battered soul, a demented cackle drifted upward, as the Child
of Shadows laughed.

“Stop it!” Jordan snapped,
unaware that he had spoken out loud. Mistaking the cause of
Jordan’s distress, Dugan placed a comforting hand on his
shoulder.

“Bear up, lad, we’ve seen
worse.”

Jordan nodded as he
extended his awareness once again.

. . . .

An hour later, after
multiple strained encounters with wandering hellspawn, Darien’s
glamour appeared infallible, and they were only a few levels above
the Foundation. In an attempt to find a direct connection to the
site, Jordan began inspecting the various corridors and rooms
nearby, being careful not to graze the deadly aura of the ward
itself. But even probing the smallest recesses, Jordan could not
locate a juncture linking the meandering labyrinth to the
Foundation. He did, however, ferret out the closest chamber to the
ward: a massive cavern of rough-hewn stone, the ceiling of which
lay only a few yards beneath the Foundation’s field of
energy.

Jordan was about to alert
the others to his discovery when he became aware of something
lurking in the darkness of the chamber. It was a faint presence,
one he almost overlooked among the montage of auras drifting
through the warrens. But this one felt different. Although it was
assuredly Mondragoran in nature, there was something odd about
it.

Just as he was about to
delve into the anomaly more directly, its character suddenly dawned
upon Jordan. The texture and shape of the energy was similar to the
suppression spell Darien had used to cloak his aura. The reason for
the form’s unnatural appearance was the enormous amount of energy
hidden within it. Jordan realized that he had found Ackerman’s
hiding place.

Carefully, Jordan
retracted his probes, so as not to draw Ackerman’s attention, and
stopped to inform the others of his findings. “The closest I can
find to an entrance is a huge cavern directly beneath the ward. The
ceiling is several feet thick, and above it is the Foundation
itself. I’m almost positive I sensed Ackerman hiding
inside.”

“What makes you think
that?” Dugan asked.

“As I was inspecting the
cavern, I ran across a strange energy pattern. The fringes of the
field were similar to Darien’s suppression spell. I think the
pattern caught my attention because even though it only registered
as a weak reading, its outer envelope kept buckling and shifting
perspective. It was definitely some kind of concealment spell. But
the energy it’s shielding seems to be increasing, so the spell
isn’t stable. I suppose it’s more a gut feeling than anything—but I
tell you, the bastard’s in there.”

“Actually, your hypothesis
is quite plausible,” Darien agreed. “Suppression spells of any type
are, by their nature, a tricky balancing act. The greater the
subject’s energy, the more tightly woven and complete the
enchantment must be to hide its true nature. Yet the spell itself
must not register as being too powerful; otherwise its existence
around the subject belies the illusion. Think of it as a magical
shell game, in which the target’s power is continually re-routed
through loops and eddies in adjacent dimensions, thereby creating
the illusion that the subject radiates only minimal
power.”

Lost in thought, Darien
tapped his chin idly. “Although your power is considerable, Jordan,
my spell works fairly well on you, because you have yet to access
your full potential. Ackerman’s power, on the other hand, is
increasing exponentially. If he had applied some sort of
concealment spell to himself—and failed to monitor it continually,
adjusting for the increases in his energy—the enchantment’s field
would begin to warp, as you have described.”

“In other words, he’s not
moving the shells fast enough to conceal his power,” Jenna
commented.

“Precisely.”

“Besides,” Dugan added
sensibly, “if this cavern is the nearest you can get to the
Foundation, which Ackerman obviously wants to destroy, it’s only
logical he’d be there.”

“So what do we do?” Jenna
asked.

“Do? Nothing, I suppose,”
Darien responded. “We knew we’d have to encounter him sooner or
later—apparently it’s going to be sooner. All we can do is proceed
carefully toward this chamber Jordan described, and attempt to
sneak up on him.”

“Then first chance we get,
we break his fucking neck,” Jordan vowed.

“Amen,” Dugan remarked
dryly, and they resumed their trek though the corridors.

A short while later, as
they approached a four-way juncture, Jordan brought them to a halt.
“From here on, the number of corridors leading directly to the
cavern decreases,” he reported. “Eventually, the maze breaks down
to four central tunnels connecting to the chamber. But the energy
patterns indicate that Ackerman’s placed a human sentry at every
juncture and tunnel giving access to those four entry
points.”

“It’s a miracle we’ve
gotten this far without any opposition,” Darien remarked. “We’ll
just have to see how much further we can bluff our way through. And
if we can’t—” he patted one of the daggers on his outer
wrist.

The group moved with grim
purpose toward the next juncture and the waiting guard. Dressed in
fatigues, a flak-jacket across his chest and a rifle cradled in the
crook of his arm, the sentry leaned against a wall adjacent to
another tunnel—the tunnel they needed to enter. As they approached,
the guard pulled himself up, but otherwise showed little concern.
When it was obvious that they intended to enter the corridor, the
sentry put up his hand. “Forget it, whatever you dog-things are
called. Our Master has ordered that no other creature shall enter
these passages. If you’re looking for scraps, you’ll have to look
elsewhere.” To emphasize his directive, the guard leveled his
weapon at them.

Continuing forward, Darien
began to gesture wildly, whining and yipping in a manner much like
the kobolds they had encountered earlier. The charade successfully
moved them within a few feet of the guard; then, with a push of the
muzzle of his weapon into Darien’s chest, the sentry directed him
backward. “I said get out of here, you two-legged mutt!”

As the alchemist continued
imitating the guttural speech of the canine scavengers, Jordan
sensed a familiar dual-energy signature, moving far down a corridor
past the sentry. He recalled vividly the dull eyes of a little
girl, her head hanging loosely from the chest of a gorilla-like
demon.

“God damn it! I’m not
saying it again. If you little fuckers don’t—” But before the
sentry could finish, Jordan bolted down the passage in search of
the child-enslaving demon. Shoving the surprised guard’s weapon
aside, Jordan raked his talons savagely down the hapless man’s
face, slicing though soft flesh and tearing out his throat in a
ruthlessly efficient manner. None of the others even realized he
had killed the guard; but as Jordan darted past him, the sentry
began to topple over, a fountain of blood spraying from his
mutilated face and neck.

“What the hell...?” Dugan
trailed off as Jordan streaked down the passage.

“After him,” Darien
hissed. “We can’t allow ourselves to be separated.”

“What about the glamour
spell?” Jenna asked, as they raced after Jordan’s fleeing figure.
“Is he still hidden?”

“The damned thing’s linked
to all of us equally. Provided we’re within a given area, it
functions for everyone; at the moment, it’s not working for any of
us.”

“Shit!” Dugan cursed, as
they pursued the Child of Shadows deep into the complex.

. . . .

Elizabeth felt the
presence of her Master enter the folds of her mind.
They have arrived, Daughter; bring them to
me. With a thrill of pleasure, she moved
toward the section of corridors her Lord had implanted within her
memory. As she neared the slain guard’s position, her predatory
senses detected the coppery odor of freshly spilled blood. Entering
the juncture, she found several kobolds and demons fighting over
the flesh of the dead guard. At her approach, the demons
immediately slunk away from their find, pressing their trembling
bodies against the cold stone in mortal dread of the Master’s First
Servant. As they cowered against the walls, Elizabeth looked down
at the corpse.

The head was already
chewed beyond recognition, and the chest cavity had been ripped
open; the muscles and ribs were torn out and cast aside as the
creatures prepared to feed on the softer organs. Licking her lips,
Elizabeth squatted down. Plunging her hand into the center of the
corpse’s chest, she plucked a tender morsel from the glistening
array of organs. She brought the still warm, quivering muscle to
her moist lips and, with a growl of satisfaction, tore a dripping
chunk from it with her fangs. She chewed placidly for a moment,
then tossed the sentry’s heart aside and wiped the blood on her
hand across the swell of her breasts.

“Follow,” she directed the
terrified creatures groveling about her feet, “we hunt.” With
whines of pleasure, the horde of hellspawn scampered down the
corridor after their Mistress.

. . . .

His senses locked on the
simian demon’s energy signature, Jordan raced down the corridors in
an unwavering pursuit of his quarry. A pale blur of motion, he
ripped through yet another guarded intersection of passages,
leaving in his wake a stunned sentry desperately attempting to
retrieve his spilled entrails from the dirt floor. Jordan had
already passed from sight when the guard collapsed on the slippery
mound of flesh he had been struggling to cram into his abdominal
cavity.

All Jordan could think of,
as he rapidly closed the distance between himself and the demon,
was that he had to make a difference this time. In a matter of
weeks, he’d already failed Elizabeth in the worst way, indirectly
caused the deaths of Adam, Tobias, and Sheila, and almost gotten
Dugan, Darien, and Maggie killed. So many people had already paid
with their blood for what he’d become—when he had again sensed the
fading life force of the demon-bound child, Jordan knew he had to
do something.

Even if he couldn’t save
her life, he could ensure that the demon didn’t prolong her death.
The abomination might extend her agony for days, making the hours
before the light of her soul eventually failed a hellish monument
to suffering. It was because of his moment of indecision that the
demon had escaped in the first place; he at least owed the child an
end to her misery.

Jordan was so intent on
capturing the demon that, when he had the thing cornered, he leaped
blindly into the room where it lurked; he was completely oblivious
to the fact that the beast was far from alone. Careening into the
large chamber, only yards from the child-stealer, Jordan was
greeted by the startled expressions of several dozen demons. As
they raised dripping maws and glistening talons from the piles of
meat scattered around, Jordan realized that he had located one of
the rooms where the kobolds acquired their mixed attire. With a
guttural howl of rage, Jordan leaped, claws extended and fangs
bared, into the cluster of demons between him and his intended
prey.

. . . .

Struggling to keep
Jordan’s fleeting silhouette in sight, the trio desperately pursued
him down the tangle of corridors. Not daring to call out to him,
for fear of alerting nearby spawn to their presence, they had
almost lost Jordan twice.

Stumbling past the remains
of another of Ackerman’s human servants, Jenna felt the cold
fingers of fear wrap around her soul for the first time since
entering the tunnels. She realized, as they continued past the
corpse, that Jordan was no longer attempting to conceal his
presence. She had already resigned herself to the bleak prospect
that none of them might ever get out alive. But she had fervently
prayed that if her life, and those of her new friends, were to be
forfeit, it would be the price for stopping Ackerman. Now their
mission might be doomed before they ever reached the Mondragoran’s
priest.

What could cause Jordan to
abandon them, when his skills were so crucial to their success? She
feared that he’d finally yielded to the sinister voice in his mind
and turned on his companions. As Dugan halted midway down a tunnel,
she could only hope there was another explanation.

“I’ve lost him, damn it!”
Dugan huffed.

“That is not an option,”
the alchemist asserted crisply. “We must locate him, and quickly.
Whatever his reason for abandoning us, he has seriously endangered
the chances of our success. Worse, we must confront the possibility
that this has been his intention all along.”

Jenna was the first to
hear the battle sounds echoing from a corridor they had passed only
moments before. “Listen,” she ordered, tilting her head in the
direction of the noise.

Extending his awareness
down the corridor, Darien’s eyes glazed over briefly. “Hurry—it’s
him, and he’s gravely outnumbered!”

. . . .

The creature known as
Xerces made no attempt to avoid Jordan as the Child of Shadows
flung himself across the room. Instead, the demon remained
standing, its back against a wall and a wry smile on its malformed
features, as a crowd of its brethren interrupted Jordan’s mad
plunge.

The mob of hellspawn, bent
on rending Jordan limb from limb, quickly closed upon the Child of
Shadows, drowning him in a raging sea of claws, talons, and
pincers. Xerces, along with several other demons, watched from the
safety of the room’s fringe as their kindred pummeled and tore the
being trapped within their deadly circle.

Occasionally glimpsing
Jordan’s battered form writhing within the churning mass of flesh,
the demon could not help but chuckle at the pathetic creature: the
foolish being had done exactly as the Mistress had predicted. After
Xerces had commented upon Jordan’s distress over its latest trophy,
the Mistress had specifically requested that it linger in this
portion of the tunnels, for the sole purpose of enticing the Child
of Shadows. She’d speculated that, despite his corruption, there
was still enough of the “old” Jordan Hanson within the cold flesh
of the revenant body to feel protective of a helpless child’s
welfare. She had been correct.

Already, Xerces sensed the
approach of the Master’s Dark Seraph—no doubt coming in person to
claim the Mondragoran’s failed servant for her Lord. Lapping idly
at the dwindling life force and sweet sorrow of the child trapped
within the folds of its being, Xerces could not have been more
satisfied. Its reward for entrapping the Child of Shadows would be
grand.

Xerces’s pleasant reverie
was broken, however, when a piercing squeal of agony erupted from
the attacking horde and a gaunt demon threw itself in desperation
from the pack. Whimpering piteously, yellow liquid pulsing from the
torn stump of its left shoulder, the skeletal creature dragged
itself to the farthest corner of the room. It cringed against the
walls, its vivisected limb cradled against its chest; the thick
fluids from its ravaged shoulder coursed across the stone
floor.

As Xerces watched, two
more demons were flung from the mob. Their lifeless bodies, throats
ripped open, slammed haphazardly to the other end of the room with
bone-crushing force. Increasingly uneasy, Xerces saw that the Child
of Shadows was slowly clawing his way through the crowd of
demons—and with the exception of a few deep lacerations across his
pale face, he appeared unharmed. Although his body should have been
torn to ribbons, the Child’s strange attire, which covered most of
his body, remained undamaged. Apprehension curdled to fear, as
Xerces realized that the Child was somehow protected from his
brethren’s physical attacks. Scanning the room, the demon realized
that none of the kindred currently present were capable of
spellcasting.

Disemboweling a
tawny-skinned succubus with one taloned hand while tearing the
throat from a kobold, Jordan transfixed the simian demon with his
gaze. He cast aside the dog- creature’s corpse and drew back his
pale lips, displaying rows of jagged ivory against glistening
black. Xerces’s dread dissolved into blind terror: the Child of
Shadows would reach it long before the Mistress arrived with
reinforcements. “Do not delay,” it screamed hysterically to the
demons watching from the room’s border. “Attack him now before he
escapes! If we fail, the Master will make us suffer beyond
imagining.”

Xerces was appalled when
the remaining demons made no immediate move to aid the few still
fighting the Child of Shadows. But just when it seemed that they
would forgo the fray entirely, the remaining hellspawn—perhaps
considering their chances against the Child better than against the
Master—began closing upon Jordan. A blubbery grin of relief spread
across Xerces’s face.

That smile, however, was
immediately washed away when three armed humans suddenly burst into
the room, all garbed in the same odd clothing as the Child. As
Xerces watched, the largest, a stocky, bearded male, proceeded to
mow down several kindred with one dull-sounding spurt of his
weapon. Another male, slender and raven-haired, filled the air with
a barrage of spinning metal. Those struck by the dark blades
dropped to the ground writhing in agony, their bodies
discorporating as the ensorcelled projectiles unraveled the threads
binding them to this reality. The third human, a long-haired female
wielding a narrow sword, skewered another demon through the single
lamplight eye in the middle of its face; the soft tissue of its
brain pierced without difficulty, the creature dropped lifelessly
to the ground. Meanwhile, a serpentine demon with a humanoid torso,
feline features, and bulging arms ending in pincers attempted to
take the woman from behind. But as it closed on her, she turned
abruptly. Raising an empty hand, she bathed the naga in a torrent
of green fire that vaporized it instantly. In mere seconds, the
invaders had annihilated those demons that had not yet engaged the
Child of Shadows. And as Xerces turned back toward the
Mondragoran’s fallen servant, Jordan dispensed with the last of his
attackers.

Having twisted a misshapen
satyr’s head completely around, so that a purplish froth bubbled
from its mouth and sprayed across its back, Jordan casually tossed
the dead thing aside. Then, with no further obstacles between him
and his prey, Jordan vaulted across the room toward Xerces’s
cowering form.

Xerces retreated, only to
slip on a pile of putrefying meat, falling backward in an ungainly
heap. It was designed as an instrument of torture, not for combat.
When the Child of Shadows leapt atop it, it immediately voided
itself in abject terror. As Jordan raised his talons against it,
the creature desperately parroted the only thing it believed could
save it: “Re-remember,” it stammered, “if I die, so does the
child.”

For an instant, a glimmer
of pity seeped into Jordan’s merciless eyes. “I know,” he replied
gravely. Then, with a frenzy of precision, he tore into the soft
flesh of Xerces’s corpulent body. His talons shredded the demon’s
face and chest, opening deep rents in its throat and rupturing its
lower extremities. But never once did they touch the glazed,
catatonic features of the child, nor approach any portion of the
demon’s torso directly bonded to the girl. His face filled with
brutal contempt, Jordan pulled himself slowly away from the dying
creature.

Xerces lay helpless on the
ground, its body savaged beyond recognition. Huge chunks of flesh
had been torn from its shoulders, arms, and legs, leaving gaping
fissures of meat from which raw muscle and bone could be seen. Its
face had been pulped to a greasy smear, the eyes gouged from their
sockets; the pug nose had been torn away, along with the swollen
lips, and the crooked teeth were shattered to fine splinters. Only
that section of torso from which the child’s head and hand dangled
remained untouched by Jordan’s rage. As the stricken demon’s life
rapidly ebbed into the stone floor in a wash of ruby liquid,
Jordan’s allies moved to join him.

“I couldn’t let her
suffer,” he explained as they approached. “Even if I couldn’t save
her, she deserved some kind of peace.”

Gazing upon the torturous
scene, her eyes brimming with tears, Jenna finally understood the
cause of Jordan’s erratic behavior. As the demon’s life force
faltered, taking the child’s with it, she laid a hand gently
against his arm. “You did all you could.”

“It should have been
more,” he answered dismally.

In this instance, it is
more than enough, a brittle voice echoed
in their minds. The unexpected response caused the four of them to
spin around: Dugan and Darien with weapons ready, Jenna with a
spell at her lips, and Jordan fully prepared to rend yet another
demon.

The creature that faced
them was entirely different from any being they had thus far
encountered. It was about six feet tall, and its slender body was
almost completely concealed by a long, flowing cloak that appeared
to have been assembled from glossy black feathers. As the stranger
drifted toward them, the fringes of the avian mantel flowed
gracefully across the floor, obscuring the being’s feet and
creating the impression that it was floating just above the ground.
Its waxen pallor much resembled Jordan’s, and its angular features
were framed by a flowing mane of white hair.

They were strangely
enthralled by the eerie elegance of the being’s otherworldly
appearance. As they gazed into its shimmering liquid eyes, they
heard the dry voice again. The thin red lips did not move as it
spoke. You do not need to fight me; I am
not your enemy. Its voice reverberated
powerfully into their thoughts, ringing with the sensation of
unquestionable truth.

“What are you?” Darien
demanded, taken aback by the creature’s powerful aura.

One who has been away from
this world for some time, only to return when the Mondragoran began
shattering the locks to so many forgotten doors.

“Then you serve them,”
Jordan spat, stepping forward to engage the creature.

Its powerful thoughts
suddenly washed into his senses, soothing his deadly temper.
Not all who walk this realm are puppets to the
Mondragoran. There were many visitors to your world long before
they contended for it. But almost all of us, whether good or evil,
found ourselves flung into the void when the Others erected the
Foundations. Now, as the wards struggle against the Mondragoran’s
increasing attacks, the stronger of my kind can once again enter
this realm of our own volition. I am no lackey of the Dark Lords,
merely a traveler from another era.

“What is it you want?”
Darien quietly demanded.

To offer my services to
the child.

“What can you do for her?”
Jenna asked cautiously.

I feed upon the suffering
of others, but unlike many beings with similar
appetites—here the creature directed its
gaze toward the fallen demon—the pain upon
which I feed must originate naturally from the source itself, not
through coercion, as is the case with this child. In return for my
sustenance, I offer a gift to those who feed me. Sometimes I help
them forget their concerns; other times I show them the way from
this world, if that is what they desire.

The look he received from
Dugan and Jordan suggested they did not accept the coin of his
trade. You might contest whether my
methods are good or evil, but, regardless, they are performed in a
spirit of reciprocity. This child was offered nothing for her
delicious pain. The demon that possessed her knew only how to take;
it gave nothing in return. Allow me to remedy this situation. I
will take the anguish the demon has caused this innocent, and in
return, I will give her what she truly desires: not freedom through
death, which is all you can offer her, but freedom with life.
Decide now, for you have little time. The servant to the
Mondragoran’s priest will arrive soon, and she brings with her a
contingent of demons capable of overwhelming you.

Jordan found himself
yearning to trust the alien visitor. Sensing that his alter ego
felt threatened by its presence, he decided to follow his
intuition. “I think we should let it through, while there’s still
time.”  Jordan stepped out of the creature’s path. “Do what
you can—but if you hurt her more, it will be the last thing you
do.”

Gliding forward, the being
knelt at once beside the fallen fiend. Jordan realized that the
demon had only seconds to live. And when it expired, the child’s
life force would be dragged with it into oblivion.

They waited, expecting
some spectacular display of magic—or a betrayal of the creature’s
promise—but neither occurred. The creature simply leaned forward,
extending toward the trapped child two normal but extremely pale
arms from the folds of its cloak. Then it reached through the
demon’s torso and into the flesh encasing the child’s head. Slowly,
the shadowy savior rose, bringing with it the girl. Its delicate
hands cupped under her arms, it slipped her from the demon’s body
as smoothly as a hand from a glove. Amazed, Darien, Jenna and
Jordan watched as the complicated web of spells linking the child
to the demon’s primal essence simply fell away.

In a heartbeat, the demon
was no more; but by then the child was cradled against the
stranger’s feathered chest. Jenna immediately sheathed her rapier
and reached for the fragile girl. Wordlessly, he delivered the
weak, but very alive, child into Jenna’s waiting arms. “Thank you,”
she said softly.

There is no need for
thanks. The trade was mutually beneficial: I have fed well, and in
return the child’s life is hers again. And when she eventually
awakens, she will have no memory of her nightmare, for I have fed
on those dark dreams as well. Now you must flee. The others will be
here in minutes.

“Why don’t you help us?”
Dugan demanded, hoping to acquire a powerful ally. But his faint
hope was quickly dashed.

That is not my way. While
I do not desire that the Mondragoran rule this world, I feel no
compulsion to defend it from them. As the
words entered their minds, the demon gradually drifted away. Still
facing them, it slid into a wall, passing through the stone as
easily as through air. In the blink of an eye, it was gone, but for
a moment the voice again penetrated their minds.
My motives are my own, but I pose you a question,
the answer to which might yet aid you in the final battle: If those
who built this temple never left its confines, where then did they
go? And then the stranger’s voice, along
with its body, was truly gone. But they had no time to ponder its
riddle; the sound of drumming feet rapidly approached from distant
corridors. With Jordan once more in the lead, the five of them—the
little girl clasped firmly in Jenna’s arms—fled the
room.

Despite the dire
predicament into which Jordan had led them, none of the group could
find it in their hearts to rebuke him for placing them all in
danger. Although his behavior had been reckless, he had
nevertheless performed a deed clearly validating his humanity—a
crucial weapon for their upcoming confrontation with
Ackerman.

. . . .

Elizabeth sensed the
destruction of the demon she had personally chosen to lure Jordan
to their position. Her annoyance was lessened by the fact that she
now knew exactly where Jordan and his companions were. They had
only two routes available: they must either turn back, confronting
Elizabeth and her swiftly expanding cadre of troops, or proceed
deeper into the maze. If they chose the former, she had the forces
to overwhelm them. If they chose the latter, so much the better,
for all the remaining tunnels led to the same place: the Grand
Chamber and Lord Ackerman. Tightening the vise on her quarry,
Elizabeth sent a psychic call to the upper reaches of the
labyrinth, summoning all demons within range to the lower levels to
aid in the capture of Child of Shadows. Very shortly, she thought,
this game will be at an end.

. . . .

Hounded by demons, Jordan
and the others raced further into the maze surrounding the
Foundation.

“He has to know we’re
here,” Dugan huffed.

“The point is moot,”
Darien commented, dropping to the rear of their group while
reaching into one of the pouches at his hip. “All we can hope for
at this juncture is to strike at Ackerman as quickly as possible,
before he has the chance to prepare an elaborate defense against
us.” The alchemist scattered hundreds of ensorcelled caltrops from
his pouch onto the floor of the tunnel behind them. The dull metal
of the viciously barbed objects vanished instantly into the shadowy
corridor, creating a lethal ambush for their enemies. “Jordan, how
close are we to the chamber you discovered?”

“Not far,” he answered, as
they swerved around a corner. “From what I can tell, although some
are more roundabout than others, all the routes lead to that
chamber. I’m trying to lead us down the least complicated of
them.”

Not far behind, a series
of hoarse screams erupted in the corridors, followed by shrieks of
agony as the demons encountered Darien’s impromptu trap. “You
realize,” Dugan called back, “that even if we nail Ackerman,
there’s no way in hell we’ll be leaving here the same way we came
in.”

“I think that was a
foregone conclusion before we jumped into this rabbit hole,” Jenna
remarked, her voice betraying the stress of the ongoing chase and
the burden of carrying the child.

“Exactly,” Dugan
continued. “In which case,” he added, holding an oval object above
his head, “why don’t we seal off what’s behind us? What do you say,
Darien—you think these magicked walls will collapse under more
mundane methods?”

“Considering the damage to
the wards in the bank, I’d say yes. The real question is whether an
explosion will bring the whole complex down about our heads. It
will do little for our cause if we eliminate ourselves before
reaching Ackerman.”

“We’ve got to do something
fairly drastic or they’re going to overrun us anyway.” Dugan
retorted, his breath becoming labored.

“Very well, give it a try;
we can’t keep this break-neck pace forever.” The fatigue began to
seep into Darien’s voice also.

“Are the tunnels ahead of
us clear, Jordan?” Dugan called out.

“As near as I can tell,”
Jordan answered. “If you’re going to go through with this, now
would be the time.”

As Jordan rounded another
bend, Dugan stopped. Allowing Jenna and Darien to pass him, he
waited until they turned the corner before pulling the pin from the
grenade. Tossing the explosive down the length of the tunnel, he
hurried down the corridor himself; seconds later, a powerful
explosion ripped through the passage. The dust was still settling
when Dugan peered around the corner to survey the
destruction.

Much to his
disappointment, he discovered that the corridor was essentially
undamaged, with the exception of a few nicks and chips in the
stone. Annoyed, Dugan glared down the passage, and was surprised to
see several demons lope suddenly through the dirty cloud. “Shit,”
he muttered, directing his weapon down the tunnel, “hadn’t thought
you ugly mothers had gained that much on us.”

Then, with the serenity of
one who knew he would probably never see another sunrise, Dugan
stepped into the tunnel and opened fire on the horde. His automatic
weapon, its silencer muffling his shots, cut through the mob with a
muted staccato, felling the first line of demons with little
effort. But as he continued shooting down the tunnel, Dugan felt
the familiar tingle of arcane energy enveloping him. Instantly, he
triggered the protective wards Darien had taught him, but he soon
discovered his response was unnecessary, as he was not the target
of the spell: with a strange grinding noise, his weapon suddenly
jammed.

Quickly, before the next
troop of hellspawn arrived, Dugan inspected his weapon. The
enchantment had somehow fused all its metal components. “Damn it!”
he yelled, as something very large with far too many legs entered
the passage. Tossing the now useless lump of metal to the ground,
Dugan yanked a pair of grenades from his bandolier, primed them,
and sent them hurtling down the corridor toward the beast. This
time, he didn’t wait to check the results of his work, but instead
ran down the corridor into which he had last seen Darien
disappear.

The concussive force from
the second, larger blast drove Dugan to his knees, but he quickly
rose and rounded the next corner, where he found the others waiting
for him. Jordan had taken the child from Jenna, and now held her
fragile body to his. Darien and Jenna stood with their weapons
ready: she with her handgun, he with his high-tech
crossbow.

“How’d it go?” Jenna asked
nervously.

“Not good,” he answered.
“The tunnel was barely smudged by the explosion—and no sooner did
it detonate than a bunch of the demons chasing us came through. I
took them out, but they must have a spell-caster further up the
passages, because someone hit me with an enchantment that fried my
weapon. I left them with another gift, as you just heard, but
they’re not far behind.”

As the words left his
mouth, a pair of kobolds entered the tunnel. Jenna opened fire;
surprisingly, one of her many unskilled shots succeeded in striking
a kobold in the head, killing it instantly. Meanwhile, Darien fired
a crossbow bolt cleanly through the eye and deep into the brain of
the other.

“It’s time for us to go,”
Darien remarked, tossing the last of his caltrops onto the floor of
the passage. “Jordan,” he motioned toward the next tunnel with his
head, “if you would.”

“Follow me,” Jordan
ordered, sprinting down the corridor. Once again, they hastened
through the passages. But Jordan, concentrating on navigating the
corridors ahead and monitoring the progress of the demons behind
them, neglected to check for life signs in their immediate
vicinity.

Entering a four-way
intersection, the party was suddenly besieged by a group of demons
that had been hiding in an adjacent tunnel. Jenna immediately
emptied her handgun but quickly tossed it aside, drawing her rapier
instead as a tall, reptilian demon closed on her. An opening
presented itself, and she thrust for its heart. But the slender
sword was unable to penetrate the creature’s hide: it bent, then
rebounded.

In a flash, the monster
tore the weapon from her grasp. Backing toward Jordan and the
child, she raised both hands as the demon reached for her with
dripping talons. “Fine, then, try this instead,” she challenged,
unleashing from her palms and into the creature’s eyes daggers of
stabbing white light. The psychic energy penetrated the synaptic
relays of the troglodyte’s brain, shutting it down completely—and
killing it instantly.

At the other end of the
intersection, Dugan and Darien engaged several wolfish bipeds.
Darien, his crossbow lying shattered on the floor, darted lithely
among them with his familiar, and deadly, dagger; Dugan slashed at
them savagely with his survival knife. Despite their efforts,
however, both men were slowly being forced down the
tunnel.

Amid the raucous sounds of
battle, Jordan heard the wail of more demons surging down the
tunnel from which the four of them had emerged. “Get out of here,”
Dugan called, between thrusts. “Darien and I will handle
this.”

Jordan began to argue, but
when several rotting corpses closed in, he realized theirs was not
a defensible position. Recalling that any tunnel from this point on
would eventually lead to Ackerman’s lair, Jordan hoped the others
would find their own way.

As Jenna and Jordan
departed, Dugan and Darien retreated into a nearby corridor. Neatly
slicing the throat of the last were-creature, Darien reached into
his pouch of crystals. He chose a red stone and dropped it at the
mouth of the tunnel, willing its activation the moment it touched
the floor. In a flare of crimson, a spider web of living fire
spread across the opening, separating the corridor from the demonic
throng. Criss-crossing the mouth of the tunnel, the lines of fire
continued to burn after the initial flash, the fiery cables
anchored to the walls themselves. And although the demons hurled
themselves against the barrier, they were unable to breach
it.

“They’re going to break
through that soon enough,” Dugan heaved, wincing from his numerous
bruises. Thanks to the body armor, that was the extent of his
injuries.

“It should suffice, old
friend,” Darien reassured him. He eyed the remaining explosives
attached to Dugan’s bandolier. “Especially since they can’t enter
from their side, but we can still send objects through from
ours.”

“Got it,” Dugan responded
with a sly smile, the sweat from his forehead dripping into his
bushy eyebrows. “Just say when.”

Darien peered at the
remaining stones in his hand. Just as another cadre of demons
pushed its way into the junction, he chose a black crystal and
tossed it past the energy field. In the split second before the
crystal struck the ground, a pale-skinned succubus with dark,
leathery wings detached itself from the milling horde and bolted
down the tunnel by which Jordan and Jenna had escaped. Suddenly,
the intersection and everything within it disappeared in a curtain
of darkness. Dugan could still hear the monsters shrieking and
bumbling about, but, for the moment at least, they were
blinded.

“When.”

Dugan quickly slipped the
band of explosives over his head, removing the pins from the last
of them. Tossing the entire cluster of grenades past the mystical
barrier, he and Darien ran for their lives down the
corridor.

This time, when the
terrific explosion erupted in the intersection, decimating the
demons within and sending fire and debris down the passages for
hundreds of feet, the Brothers’ masterful work failed. With a
ponderous groan, the intersection collapsed in upon itself, filling
the space with countless tons of stone. When the wreckage finally
settled on the mass of pulverized bodies, all access points to the
outside world were forever sealed.

. . . .

Dragging his bulbous form
to the center of the Grand Chamber, the being once known as Lord
Ackerman chuckled to itself despite the raging fever devouring its
flesh. Come, my little mice; come running
to your piece of cheese.



Chapter Thirty-Four

As Jordan and Jenna raced
through the winding passages, dust and debris from the collapsed
tunnels billowing after them, Jordan’s darker half strove for
control.

Fool! You are not ready
for this confrontation. Your arcane skills are hopelessly
deficient, and you lack the rudimentary knowledge to duel an entity
at Ackerman’s level. Return control to me now and I can still save
us. I will open a portal and take us beyond the Mondragoran’s
grasp. The Child of Shadows concluded by
once again tearing at Jordan’s psyche in an attempt to gain
dominion. But Jordan’s mind had been assaulted too many times: it
had grown insensitive to the abuse, and he shrugged off the
malicious attack with minimal effort.

“And what about my
friends?”

The others will be
entering the Chamber any moment now; their fates are already
sealed. But we could save the woman and the child. I know you value
them: you revealed your presence to Ackerman’s servants to save the
child, and you harbor feelings of affection for the female. We
could take your playthings with us.

“They’re not ‘playthings,’
you filthy parasite; they’re human beings. If you’re so concerned
about ‘our’ destruction, give back the knowledge and skills that
you stole. Otherwise, shut the hell up. If you weren’t so desperate
to save your own miserable existence, you’d recall that I already
know most humans can’t endure even a brief trip through the primal
realm. I doubt Jenna is strong enough to handle it, and I’m sure
the kid wouldn’t survive.”

Howling in rage, the
entity within his mind sent rivers of pain through Jordan’s senses.
“That’s right, keep it up. If you keep distracting me, you’re only
going to get us killed. But God help me, I’d let us all die before
I’d give you control again.”

Cursing Jordan’s name, the
Child of Shadows slunk off to a dark corner of Jordan’s
consciousness and coiled itself into a tight ball of hate. It would
wait for now, feigning resignation until the proper moment
presented itself. Clinging to the other side of Jordan’s
consciousness, it was almost fully aware and privy to all his
thoughts. Given time, it knew Jordan’s flawed humanity would lead
him to make a mistake, allowing it the opportunity to take control
once and for all.

“Jenna, wait a second,”
Jordan called. “We need to talk.”

Out of breath, she stopped
and turned. “Are you and the girl okay?”

“I’m fine—and she’s
hanging on.” Jordan searched the face of the unconscious girl. The
expression of pain that had been etched into her innocent features
had been replaced by one of peace. No matter what happened, at
least the creature that had separated her was true to its word.
Jordan only wished that he could spare her from any further
torment. He looked up to Jenna. “We’ve only got a few passages left
before we reach the chamber; I think we’d better prepare
ourselves.”

She nodded. “What do you
want to do?”

He sighed. “I’m not sure.
I stopped planning ahead after we met up with Darien and Dugan. It
was easier letting them take charge, but it looks like that’s not
an option anymore. I—” a puzzled expression crossed Jordan’s face
in mid-sentence—”shit!”

“What’s wrong?” Jenna
asked.

Jordan shook his head.
“Something, some sort of spell, just blocked my senses. I’ve
completely lost contact with Darien’s and Dugan’s energy
signatures, and I can’t read any power readings beyond yours, mine,
and the girl’s. It has to be Ackerman. If he doesn’t already know
we’re here, he at least suspects something’s wrong.”

Jenna closed her eyes.
Slowly extending her senses, she explored the field enveloping
them. The gentle wisps of her aura barely connected with the energy
field before they were brutally extinguished by its defenses. Her
eyes snapped open, her fear readily apparent. “It’s more than a
veil spell,” she explained. “It’s some sort of hybrid dampening
field.” Her eyes filled with dread, she continued. “Jordan, my
powers are no match for it. We’re in some serious shit.”

Jordan crouched, carefully
laying the child on the floor, then stood again. “Can you still
maintain your connection with Maggie? Could her power reserves,
funneled through your mutual link, override the spell?”

He watched Jenna’s gaze
grow introspective, as she investigated the mystical umbilical cord
joining her to Maggie’s power site in Oregon. His apprehension
escalated as her body began to tremble. “Oh God, Jordan,” she
cried, “the enchantment’s contaminated my link to Maggie. It’s
still there, but I can’t drive the necessary power into the
connection to activate it. Even though Maggie’s site might have
enough energy to overpower Ackerman’s spell, I have no way of
reaching her or the reserves she’s prepared for us.”

“Damn it!” Jordan yelled,
pounding his fist into the wall beside him. “He can’t defeat us
now, not when we’re this close!” The stone wall cracked from
Jordan’s violent blow. “If we can’t counter his magic, there’s no
way we’ll be able to get close enough to injure him.” Jordan rested
his forehead against the wall. As he did, the Child of Shadows
whispered to him scornfully from the darkness: Are you ready to accept my help now?

“Shut the fuck up,” Jordan
yelled, his teeth grinding in rage.

“Jordan?”

“It’s just my other half,”
Jordan almost sobbed, “mocking my failure.” But as Jenna watched
Jordan’s hunched form, fearing that the Child of Shadows would
overwhelm him in his darkest hour, another voice suddenly entered
Jordan’s mind. All hope is not lost, Child
of Light and Dark; we who have slept in stone for these many
decades are awakened once more.

Who? Jordan asked the new voice.

Get out!
The Child of Shadows screamed, launching a
psychic attack against the visiting essence. The power of the
Child’s charge was considerable, but the entity made no attempt to
block the mental spears; instead, it allowed the fearsome power to
wash against it. Like oil on water, the energy made contact with
the being but never penetrated the entity’s essence: the lethal
force rolled harmlessly over it. Although
your existence is still critical to the Child of Paradox’s
success, it chided the Mondragoran
fragment, we cannot allow you to interfere
at this juncture. Then, with a warm rush
of power, it drove the Child of Shadows deep into Jordan’s mind,
binding it with impenetrable bands of thought.

Jordan backed slowly away
from the wall, his expression a combination of wonder and
trepidation.

“Jordan, what’s
happening?” Jenna pleaded, her voice shaking. We have simply made our presence known to him as we now do
to you, an alien voice
explained.

Who are you?
Jordan demanded. To Jenna’s amazement, she
‘heard’ the mental question quite clearly. Somehow, the entity had
joined their minds in a psychic forum. I,
and my brothers, are the Keepers. Jordan
and Jenna sensed other entities hovering around the singular
essence of the speaker. We are the
Guardians of Light and Hope.

Jordan recalled the solemn
image he had seen imprinted in the stone during his probe.
My God, he thought,
identifying fifteen separate energy signatures, you’re the Brothers of Light. Each
of the unique patterns sent a rippling sensation of affirmation
into his mind. You never left the
monastery. You sacrificed yourselves, and in the process fused your
spirits within the tunnels surrounding the Foundation. This is how
you chose to protect this place from the darkness you foresaw,
isn’t it?

The flesh is weak and
transitory, but the spirit is strong and
immortal, the speaker explained.
Once my brothers and I had completed the wards
surrounding the Foundation, we realized that our enchantments alone
would not guarantee its safety; something more was needed to ensure
the security of the Keystone. So we performed what you might call
an act of faith, shedding the frail flesh of our bodies and
transfiguring the base clay to a greater purpose. We immolated
ourselves, suffusing these walls with everything that made us who
we were in life. The wards are not comprised merely of stone and
magic, but also of the faith of our souls and the strength of our
belief: the Fratri Lucarum is the Foundation’s shield.

Can you help us?
Jenna implored.

The sole purpose of our
order is to protect the Foundation and to prepare the way for the
Man of Duality. In the end, only he can decide the fate of this
world. The speaker concentrated his
essence on Jordan and continued. You must
be the one who confronts the creature that Ackerman has become and,
inevitably, the Mondragoran, for only you can truly defeat them.
But we will see to it that when you reach them, the field of battle
is no more in their favor than yours. Leave the child under our
protection and continue to the Grand Chamber. When the time comes,
the mystical cord you have tied to your mentor will work as
intended.

Jordan and Jenna glanced
at the helpless child on the floor. Are
you sure—? Jenna began; but before the
question was completed, the answer was revealed to her. As she and
Jordan watched, a portion of the wall undulated outward. Its shape
and texture softened until the rock had the consistency of a thick
gel, and the wall gently flowed around the child, embracing her
body. Then, supporting her on a couch of warm stone, the Brothers
drew her body into the fabric of the corridor, protecting it with
the very stone that shielded the Foundation. She will be safe from harm until you reach the World
Destroyers, they explained.
After that, only your success can guarantee her
survival.

“We understand; we’ll do
our best,” Jordan promised. He and Jenna, now assured of the girl’s
security, continued to the Cavern.

Of that, we have no doubt.
But know this, Jordan, the voice advised
only him. Though your body and soul have
been contaminated with the darkness of the Mondragoran, they have
also instilled within you the seeds of their
destruction.

What do you mean? How can
I defeat them? Jordan demanded.

You must learn that for
yourself; if we reveal the answer to you, then your last chance
will be irrevocably lost. For the creature that dwells within you
would resist with the last of its power if it knew the truth. It is
quiescent now because we have made it so; but it will awaken again
when you encounter Ackerman, and then it will learn what we have
told you. We are sorry, but this is all we can reveal for
now. With that, the voice
departed.

“So what are we going to
do?” Jenna asked as they disappeared down the tunnel.

“We improvise.”

. . . .

As they proceeded down the
passage, a pale sensuous form, its leathery wings painted the
colors of night eternal, slowly detached itself from the nearby
shadows. Licking her full lips in anticipation, the demon that once
was Elizabeth Summers resumed stalking her prey. Her muscles
quivered with excitement as she prepared for the final tryst, the
one in which she would bring down her prey in a warm, dark shower
of their hearts’ blood.

. . . .

Their aching bodies
battered and bruised beneath their armor, Darien and Dugan
painfully navigated the corridors leading to Ackerman’s lair. While
the alchemist, maintaining his own arcane probe, carefully ‘felt’
his way through the passages ahead, Dugan incessantly checked
behind them for pursuing demons. But as they dragged themselves
through the final passages, Darien uncovered no sign of demons
lying in wait for them; nor did Dugan observe any evidence of
pursuit.

Nevertheless, both men
feared that their chances of defeating the Mondragoran’s high
priest alone were appallingly remote. Most of their weapons and
supplies were used or destroyed in the most recent conflict. Dugan
was left with his shotgun, a dozen or so cartridges and his
survival knife, and Darien retained only a brace of throwing
knives, a few vials of demon acid, his ensorcelled dirk and,
clutched in his left hand, the pouch of magically prepared
crystals. Any threat they could pose to Ackerman would be minimal.
Nearing a passage that seemed to join with the chamber Jordan had
described, the men’s spirits were bleak. For two mortals about to
join battle with a demi-god, their weapons were woefully
inadequate.

Halting in mid-stride,
Darien reached out, stopping Dugan before the bend in the corridor.
“This is the last passage,” he said. “Its egress is the chamber
where Ackerman is hiding.”

Dugan nodded. “What’s our
plan, then?”

“I can vaguely sense
Jordan’s and Jenna’s energy patterns in a tunnel adjacent to one
which will merge with the cavern. Given their present rate of
movement, I surmise they will enter the chamber within the next few
minutes. I’ve been husbanding my resources until now, but the time
for conservation is over. As we approach Ackerman, I will initiate
a low-level cloaking spell around the two of us. If we time events
correctly, we can enter the cavern at the precise moment as Jenna
and Jordan do. After that, I suppose each of us simply hits
Ackerman with whatever we’ve got left.”

“Do you really think we
have a chance?” Dugan asked.

“It’s doubtful. However,
we might be able to injure Ackerman to such a degree that he will
be unable to maintain the temporal gate over the city. If that
closes on him, it’s unlikely he’ll be able to force it open before
his genetic structure succumbs to the Mondragoran
energies.”

“But either way, this is
the end of the road for us.”

Darien nodded soberly.
“The only one I believe capable of surviving this assault is
Jordan. Although I’m uncertain if it will be him or the Child of
Shadows who rises from the ashes.”

“Guess we’ll have to see
for ourselves.” Dugan extended his hand to Darien. “I just wanted
you to know, it’s been fun.”

“I’ve enjoyed our
friendship also, Paul,” Darien responded, taking Dugan’s burly paw
with a smile. “Now I think its time we kicked some serious ass,
don’t you?”

“Oh, most certainly,”
Dugan agreed with a grin, resuming their trek down the passage and
rounding the bend leading to the last corridor. As they neared the
mouth of the tunnel, Darien suddenly dropped to his knees, a
grimace of pain cutting across his features. Dugan was at his side
instantly, helping him to his feet.

“What is it?” he
whispered, observing that the light in the tunnel seemed to be
dimming.

“A suppression spell,”
Darien groaned through clenched teeth, “but on a scale I’ve never
encountered before. It’s negated my spell and is preventing me from
casting any further sorceries.”

“Great—what now?” Dugan
asked grimly. “Incidentally, it’s canceling out your night vision
cantrip too; I’m losing the ability to see in the dark.”

The reason should be
fairly obvious, Mr. Dugan, a decidedly
English voice genially addressed their minds. You and your associate will proceed into the Grand Chamber.
After all, that’s what you came all this way for—and I have so
looked forward to this meeting.

Dugan glanced toward
Darien’s shadowy form. The alchemist only nodded his head
despairingly, and together the two men proceeded into the
darkness.

As Dugan entered the
cavern, his night vision dwindled entirely. He found himself
enshrouded by a darkness so absolute that its weight crushed all
hope from his soul. A cold sweat, induced by utter helplessness,
began to seep through his pores. His hands shaking, Dugan released
Darien and drew the shotgun strapped to his back.

How rude of me,
the voice continued. With my current enchantment, you are unable to view your
surroundings. Allow me to remedy that situation.
Instantly, a maelstrom of electrical energy
surged into existence at the roof of the cavern. Suspended hundreds
of feet above their heads, the seething storm of phosphorescent
energy bathed the chamber in gangrenous shades of green, filling
the enormous cavern with lurid, twisting shadows. But despite the
illumination, Dugan could see no other creature in the massive,
domed cavern Ackerman called the Grand Chamber. Devoid of objects,
the room’s smooth stone walls and floor offered no concealment, yet
the sorcerer was nowhere to be found.

 Dugan and Darien,
their backs to one another, moved quickly toward the center of the
chamber, just as a screen of impenetrable energy laced itself
across the tunnel they had entered, denying them all hope of
escape. Although they continued to peer critically through the
greenish nimbus in search of the priest, it was to no avail: they
saw no sign of Lord Ackerman.

Am I making things too
difficult? the voice chortled.
Let me give you a clue. Little Miss Muffet sat on
a tuffet, eating her curds and whey. Along came a
spider—

The two men jerked their
heads toward the ceiling as a massive blob of night plummeted from
the churning sea of energy. Desperately, they flung themselves out
of the thing’s path, and it landed with a heavy squelch. Dugan
immediately opened fire, only to watch with dismay as the
projectiles dropped harmlessly to the floor several feet from
Ackerman’s ponderous bulk. Realizing that his weapon had been made
useless, Dugan tossed it aside.

Darien fumbled frantically
for the pouch at his side. But as his hand made contact with it,
the bag was ripped away by an invisible force and sent spiraling
across the cavern. Sorry, but this is my
playroom, and I decide who uses what toys. Left only with their bladed weapons, the two men stood
relatively defenseless before the dripping thing that was the
Mondragoran’s high priest.

Studying Ackerman’s
deformed body, Darien could barely comprehend how the wizard
continued to survive. Easily five or six times the size of a normal
man, Ackerman’s body was bloated beyond recognition. His legs lay
buried under layers of oozing, pustulent flesh, while the arms were
nothing more than atrophied twigs hanging from shrunken, scabby
shoulders. The gnarled fingers extended at odd angles from
shriveled hands.

The priest’s torso and
lower region had merged into a single seeping mound of glistening
lard, with a sheen of pinkish mucus. His head, resting atop the
grotesque trunk, looked like a child’s forgotten doll left too long
in the sun. Mottled and swollen, the splitting scalp was devoid of
hair; the ears had rotted away, leaving only small, crusting round
holes, and the leaking eyes had filmed over entirely. The lower
face was distended and cracked to such a degree that the nose and
mouth had fused together into a mass of raw, suppurating,
functionless flesh.

I suppose I am not much to
look at anymore, Ackerman commented as
Darien and Dugan stared aghast at his warped form.
But that too will change, once your friend
arrives with my new body. Darien and Dugan
remained silent, ignoring the baiting remark. What? No glib words in the face of your inevitable deaths?
You disappoint me; I had hoped you would be more
entertaining.

“You appear to have us at
a disadvantage, Lord Ackerman,” Darien conceded, hoping to buy time
until Jenna and Jordan arrived. “Since we have little to gain from
false bravado, the best we can do is wait for our impending
executions.”

Oh, very good, my
mysterious stranger. Please, by all means, play the calm, assertive
role of the martyr, in the vain hope that I will delay your deaths
out of amusement. The mental voice burbled
with what Darien could only assume was laughter.
Really, your charade is totally unnecessary. You
see, I have absolutely no intention of killing you until the Child
of Shadows is available to witness your deaths.

A creeping fear began to
worm its way into Darien’s brain. Ackerman perceived the tenor of
the alchemist’s thoughts if not their substance.
Ah, I see the first inklings of reason are
beginning to dawn in your tiny little minds. Yes, I’ve known all
along you were coming; in fact, events are proceeding exactly as I
planned them. I never wanted you to stay away. Quite the opposite—I
had hoped the Child of Shadows would come to me as soon as
possible.

“Oh, god,” Dugan muttered,
“you’ve been stringing us along from the beginning.”

Yes, I have. And within a
few moments, all the thorns that have plagued my side will be
within reach, and I will proceed to remove and eradicate them, one
by one.

Now, if we’re going to
play this waiting game properly, isn’t it you who should be—how did
you put it? Ah yes, ‘stringing’ me along. For starters, your
associate could maintain my attention by explaining exactly who and
what he is. I’ve learned all your secrets, Mr. Dugan, thanks to one
of my late acolytes. But your friend is another matter entirely.
His body tissues appear far older than those of any normal human;
in fact, his genetic structure is sufficiently altered to make him
superior to most mortals. Darien felt
Ackerman’s consciousness bear down on him. Perhaps you would be so kind to as to explain
yourself?

Realizing they had no hope
of overcoming the priest until Jordan arrived, Darien answered. “I
currently use the name Darien Schoening, but you might know me by
another title: the Comte de St-Germain.”

Their minds were suddenly
engulfed by the hideous burbling noise, which built to such a
volume that it actually made them ill. Oh,
how rich. All this time I’ve been berating myself, cursing my
unbelievable stupidity for allowing a creature with no arcane
history to continually elude and outwit me. Regardless of the power
the Masters gifted him, the entire situation made no sense. Now I
understand: all this time, he’s had the aid of a sorcerer who is
thousands of years old. I’d assumed I was dealing with a master
strategist, whose skill didn’t reveal itself until after his
transformation. But instead, I find that you and your friend, and
one other—his cousin perhaps?—have been pulling his strings all
this time. Had I known you were part of the equation, I would have
radically altered my tactics.

“I think you’re seriously
underestimating the lad,” Dugan remarked.

Am I? The voice hissed painfully into his scalp, leaving aside all
pretense of humor. I doubt that, Mr.
Dugan, I truly do. But I think the time for play is over. The Child
of Shadows and his guest will be entering the Chamber shortly, and
I want everything just so for their arrival. Therefore, I think we
should now proceed with your executions.

Suddenly, Darien lunged
forward, flinging his last pair of throwing knives directly toward
Ackerman’s malformed head with one hand, while attempting to stab
the sorcerer’s loathsome body with his ensorcelled dirk.
Unfortunately, the alchemist never had a chance. His daggers,
forged of mundane metal and lacking any enchantments, literally
melted in midair as Ackerman countered with a protective spell. The
weapons dropped to the floor in two pools of liquid metal before
ever reaching the Mondragoran’s priest. Meanwhile, Darien found
himself slammed brutally to the floor, his body wrapped in a
painfully constricting telekinetic embrace. Witnessing Darien’s
distress, Dugan drew his knife and moved toward the
abomination.

Tsk, tsk,
Ackerman chided, flipping Darien’s body back and
forth on the stone floor like a fish in a boat. The alchemist’s
dirk was shaken from nerveless fingers and skidded across the
chamber floor. Impatient to meet your
death, are you? Well, don’t let me keep you waiting. I’ve invited
an old acquaintance of yours who’s been just dying to meet you, Mr.
Dugan.

Dugan was rooted to the
floor, unable to decide whether to attempt to rescue Darien or to
move against Ackerman. But the choice was made for him. As he stood
before the priest, knife in hand, a dry wind materialized,
seemingly from nowhere. The draft rushed across the chamber,
stroking Dugan with searing fingers of heat; and even as those
burning impressions faded from his skin, they filled Dugan’s soul
with an icy weight. A thick lump of cold bile rose in Dugan’s
throat as he remembered when he had last felt such a
caress.

There had been a wooden
goblet engraved with runes, a knife much like the one in his hand,
the smell of herbs, and blood—just a dram from each member of his
unit. He remembered cutting the middle finger of each of their left
hands, dripping the blood into the goblet, and then mixing it with
the wine and herbs. He’d done everything correctly; the binding
should have held. But something went wrong, terribly wrong, and
he’d lost control of the demon. What should have saved his friends
destroyed them—first Ghost, then the others. They’d paid for his
hubris with their lives and, worse, with their souls.

Screaming in horror and
clutching his head in his hands, Dugan confronted a memory his mind
had buried under layers of madness—a memory that his psyche, in a
desperate attempt to restore his sanity, had suppressed beneath an
impenetrable scab of lies. But now the fragile illusion of truth
had been brutally ripped away. The smoke had been cleared, the
mirrors shattered, forcing Paul Dugan to face a nightmare he had
convinced himself was caused by another. Robbed of all reason as
Ackerman exposed the raw flesh of his mental wound, Dugan fell to
his knees, sobbing uncontrollably. Meanwhile, the arid zephyr,
tasting the scent of fresh meat in the air, advanced on the
helpless man.

Chortling, Ackerman turned
his attention to Darien’s writhing form. Now—what would be a fitting punishment for an
immortal?

. . . .

Cautiously, Jordan and
Jenna stepped into the emerald-lit cavern. Horrified, they beheld a
mound of vaguely human decaying flesh looming over the stricken
bodies of their companions. Darien lay face down and spread-eagle
on the stone floor, quaking terribly. His previously raven hair was
streaked with shocking swaths of silver.

But Jordan’s acute sight
revealed that the rapidly spreading sea of gray on Darien’s scalp
was not the only transformation affecting the alchemist. The smooth
flesh on Darien’s hands was beginning to pucker and wrinkle. Where
once the skin was clear and unblemished, the hands were now covered
with an expanding collage of mottled liver spots. Horrified, Jordan
realized what Ackerman had done. Somehow, the monster had
accelerated time around his friend’s body, hastening Darien’s aging
to such a degree that the Elixir within his blood was swiftly
burning away. Ackerman was killing the immortal with old
age.

Dugan lay nearby, curled
in a fetal position. Although he appeared physically unharmed, his
body shook continually as though wracked with terrific pain. Then
Jordan noticed a shimmering image suspended in midair above Dugan’s
shuddering form. The phenomenon left in its wake a ripple similar
to the air above a hot road on a blistering day. Jordan quickly
recalibrated his sight, entering a spectrum through which he could
inspect the oddity.

“Jenna—to Dugan’s left!”
he yelled frantically, as the thing he perceived, a being composed
of countless spinning planes of razor, moved to envelop their
friend. Jenna barely succeeded in dredging enough power to discern
the nature of the threat, but once she discovered it, she knew it
was time to call on her mentor’s support. Welcome, a cold word of greeting
addressed her mind, its meaning belied by the foul images that
followed its intrusion.

Maggie!
Jenna screamed into her mental conduit. Her
psychic wail was as much a reaction to the violation of her
thoughts as the trigger to accessing the bridge between
them.

Foolish child,
the voice continued, do
you think you can circumvent my spells?

No, Lord of Darkness, she
cannot, fifteen souls whispered in
concert, but we certainly can.

Ackerman was taken by
surprise as the strength of Jenna’s spell was boosted a hundred
fold, the minor cantrip becoming a burning wedge of power that
ripped through his enchantment like a flame through a spider’s web.
Momentarily paralyzed while the link was initiated, Jenna stood
helplessly as her summons raced toward its destination. Within
seconds, the link was completed, and Maggie’s consciousness was
joined with Jenna’s.

The white sorceress was
instantly aware of all that had occurred since her protégée had
left her side; understanding that the battle had been joined, she
acted accordingly. Maggie plumbed the founts of power surrounding
her home, then channeled a bifurcated assault against Ackerman’s
unstable mind. Unprepared for this turn of events, the priest
hastily erected a mental wall against the sudden attack.

But even as Ackerman
raised his ward, Maggie had shifted to her next objective.
Elevating Jenna’s innate powers, she freed her adept to combat the
demon attacking Dugan. Then Maggie shored her own consciousness
within another portion of Jenna’s mind. Sensing the addition to her
mystical resources, Jenna focused her attention on the entity about
to engulf Dugan. She reached out with a thought and directed a
numbing spear of force into the unprepared creature’s mind,
stunning it instantly. Before it could recover, she channeled a
beam of emerald fire toward it.

Dazed, the demon prepared
to escape by shuffling its awareness into one of the many
dimensions its form inhabited simultaneously. But Jenna, now privy
to all Maggie’s knowledge and wisdom, had foreseen this ploy. Just
before her demon flame struck the entity, she reshaped the section
of reality between it and the monster. The pencil-thin beam of
force collided with a segment of space now faceted like a temporal
prism; it splintered, and its new lines were directed down separate
tracks and into adjacent dimensions. With a wail of despair, the
demon realized that each of its escape routes was inundated with
the destructive energy of the spell. Left with nowhere to flee, it
was wiped from creation.

Meanwhile, as Maggie
battered the psychic wall shielding his consciousness, Ackerman
reached mentally into the depths of the labyrinth. Tying lines of
force around a hundred different hellspawn simultaneously, he
prepared to transport them to the Grand Chamber. But the Brothers
detected Ackerman’s plan the moment he conceived it. Bolstering
Maggie and Jenna’s link, to preserve its integrity, they triggered
the wards built into the tunnels so long ago. Suddenly, every room
and passage throughout the warrens began to hum with
life.

Ackerman sensed the
strange vibrations, emitted by the very substance composing the
Grand Chamber, a split-second before the Brothers’ master
enchantment was fully activated. He immediately coated the walls of
the cavern with a veneer of Mondragoran energy. The demons, caught
in the process of teleporting, found themselves trapped between two
points of existence. When the ward finally roared into being, the
creatures abided simultaneously within the Grand Chamber and
wherever else they happened to be in the Labyrinth.

The Brothers’ enchantment
instantly filled the complex with a white light, blinding in its
purity. The only exception was the Grand Chamber, which was now
defiled by the Mondragoran’s corrupt energies. Yet even those walls
began to sizzle as the light of faith cauterized every space within
the maze encompassing the Foundation. With nowhere to hide, every
demon and construct of the Mondragoran, including the hellspawn
Ackerman was attempting to relocate, was consumed by the righteous
flames.

Fuming, Ackerman channeled
a counterattack against the Brothers’ place of concealment. But
even as his destructive energies struck that section of the maze,
shattering the stone and reducing the walls to rubble, the Brothers
eluded his attack, sliding their collective awareness to another
segment within the miles of circuitous tunnels.

Very well, there is more
than one way to defeat an enemy, Ackerman
screamed, directing his attention to the line of power linking
Jenna and Maggie. Swiftly reaching toward the mystical thread,
while deflecting Maggie’s attacks, Ackerman grasped the coil of
thought with his own consciousness. Expecting the priest to sever
the contact, the Brothers fortified the tether with their own
flagging energies. But to their shock, Ackerman did not attempt to
dissolve the connection; rather, he merged a portion of his essence
with it, further strengthening it. You
should always remember, little witch, he
called out to Maggie, that any path can be
traveled in both directions.

Maggie immediately broke
off her assault and bolstered her defenses. I’ve been trained by some of the best, necromancer,
she retorted. Do your
worst; I’m ready.

But there’s the rub, my
dear: you expect me to do the worst, which means you have already
prepared for it. I think my ‘worst’ would be a bit of a waste,
don’t you?

As he spoke, the priest
directed a thin spiral of power toward Maggie’s defenses. The minor
scrying spell, entirely benign, discovered a chink in Maggie’s wall
and immediately slipped through it. Ah,
what do we have here—a red-haired beauty? he inquired idly, his consciousness surveying her
bedroom. But hark, she appears to be
bed-ridden. Perhaps Eve and Choronzon were more successful than I
had thought. Quickly, Maggie moved to
sever Ackerman’s psychic intrusion into her home. But as she
attempted to close the breach in her defenses, Ackerman placed the
equivalent of a mental foot in the gap.

How rude; you’ve barely
given me a chance to view your lovely decor. Maggie sensed the wizard’s foul presence ogling her as she
lay helpless in bed. Ah, I see you are an
arctophile; how quaint. It must have taken you some time to gather
such a large collection of adorable teddy bears,
he added leeringly. No
doubt you consider the plush beasts yours; but I’ve often heard
that possession is nine-tenths of the law. I wonder whose they are
now? And then, with a brutal fury, the
attack she had been expecting arrived.

The Mondragoran’s priest
sent wave after wave of dark power pouring against her defenses.
But despite the strength of the onslaught, her shields held. Then,
suddenly, Maggie felt another spell bypass her defenses—one so
minuscule that its energy level was almost beneath her
notice.

Confused, she scanned the
spell. To her surprise, she encountered the fading residue of
dozens of tiny life forces, beings no larger than insects.
Analyzing the assortment of auras, she realized that Ackerman had
sent several scores of imps, bereft of their bodies, into her
bedroom. Puzzled, Maggie sealed the hole in her defenses. She could
not imagine what the priest had hoped to achieve with such
insignificant entities. But as she marshaled her reserves,
preparing to renew her attack, she found herself distracted by a
sharp pain in her right hand. She ignored it at first, keeping her
concentration fixed on Ackerman’s essence. But when the cutting
pain occurred again, this time further up her arm, she was forced
to recall a portion of her consciousness back to her
body.

Maggie glanced down at her
hand, discovering, to her revulsion, the new home of one of those
minor life forces. In disgust, she flung the teddy bear, its
snow-white muzzle coated with her blood, off her arm and across the
room. Squealing indignantly, its stubby arms wind-milling in the
air, the possessed toy slammed into the furthest wall. No sooner
had it struck the floor, however, than the fuzzy demonite scrambled
to its feet, needle claws grasping hungrily in her direction.
Wrapping a portion of her consciousness around a nearby chair,
Maggie raised it into the air and ruthlessly bludgeoned the
transformed plaything. Very shortly, she had reduced the chair to a
pile of kindling, and the bear to a mound of ruptured fluff and
gore.

But before she could
resume her attack against Ackerman, Maggie suddenly felt numerous
needle-like talons upon her body. Glancing down, she was horrified
to discover her favorite bears, their shiny eyes burning with an
unholy inner fire, clawing their way toward her. With a scream of
outrage, she threw the lot of them from the bed. Frantically, she
drew more energy to her. Sending a barrage of objects against the
vicious creatures, Maggie had barely eliminated half of her
attackers when she noticed movement along the shelves lining her
room. Bear after bear was dropping to the floor....

. . . .

Jordan was completely
oblivious to Ackerman’s attack against Maggie. He had, however,
observed Jenna’s fiery assault on the demon, followed by a
pulsating light that briefly illuminated the walls around them.
Despite the massive power coursing through the chamber, Ackerman
had taken no overt action against him, leading Jordan to assume
that a mystical battle was being joined elsewhere. But without
extending his awareness to more esoteric planes, a skill now hidden
from him by the Child of Shadows, Jordan could view none of the
events within the surrounding ether.

A direct route was more to
his taste in any event. Jordan advanced on Ackerman. “Jenna, see to
Darien,” he called behind him, “then keep the tub of lard busy with
your spells.” Claws glistening, Jordan quickly closed the distance
between himself and Ackerman.

. . . .

Jenna strove to erect a
shield around Darien’s withering body, only to discover that the
abnormal flow of time enveloping the alchemist caused her spells to
fizzle instantly. Attempting instead to slow the enchantment’s
progression, she was startled to perceive Maggie’s attacks against
Ackerman suddenly declining, then ceasing entirely. Sensing that
Maggie was now focusing her power inward, instead of outward toward
Ackerman, Jenna realized that something was dreadfully
wrong.

Discharging a
hastily-constructed suspension spell around the field of energy
leaching the alchemist’s life, Jenna called out to Jordan. But
before the first word passed her lips, she was struck from behind,
her breath savagely torn from her lungs as she was thrown to the
ground. Several ribs were cracked from the powerful blow, and
Jenna, on her knees, gasped in agony, looking behind her for the
source of the unexpected attack.

Poised at the mouth of the
tunnel, her wings split and oozing from terrible burns, stood
Elizabeth. Her elegant hair had been burned from her skull, her
taloned feet horribly disfigured by the Brothers’ purifying fire. A
snarl on her blistered lips, Elizabeth approached Jenna.

“Nice try, bitch!” she
rasped, “but my life force is powered by another source.” With a
feral scream, Elizabeth threw herself upon Jenna.

. . . .

Feigning ignorance of
Jordan’s approach, Ackerman watched with his supernatural senses as
the Child of Shadows crept toward him. Any moment, the fool would
physically engage him, giving Ackerman the chance to suck the
Child’s energy and combine it with his own. Then he could channel
their joined power upward, directly into the heart of the
Foundation, splitting the bothersome ward like a piece of rancid
fruit.

Everything was proceeding
perfectly. The meddlesome bitch in Oregon was slowly being torn to
pieces by her own toys; the alchemist lay crushed before his dark
majesty, nothing but a wizened old man; the bookkeeper had been
reduced to a mindless husk by his own madness. Even the unexpected
appearance of those who had created the labyrinth had been
remedied, now that those inconvenient spirits had depleted their
power by squandering the ward’s protective enchantments against his
expendable forces.

He was slightly concerned
that the neophyte sorceress was about to distract Jordan from his
intended goal. But his apprehension was alleviated when his own
revenant suddenly emerged from the tunnel behind the woman and
attacked her. As Jenna fell under the flurry of Elizabeth’s claws,
an oily gratification washed through Ackerman’s decaying
body.

Peering down at the Child
of Shadows, crouched a few yards from him, the priest found himself
trembling with anticipation as Jordan coiled his body to attack.
Ackerman watched as the revenant, talons extended, sprang for his
unprotected flesh; it was with an almost orgasmic release of
elation that he greeted the first of Jordan’s slashes. The dark
priest allowed the Child to tear repeatedly into his rotting body
until chunks of bloody meat littered the floor. Then he waited
patiently as Jordan literally clawed his way up Ackerman’s
trembling bulk.

Lost to a bestial fury,
Jordan’s ebony eyes remained fixed on his goal: the priest’s
engorged torso. Straddling Ackerman’s pus-covered belly, Jordan
stared into the pale, sightless eyes of his tormentor.

“I don’t know where your
mind’s at, monster,” he growled, “but it’s time for your wake-up
call.” Abruptly, the Child of Shadows thrust both arms into
Ackerman’s chest. His taloned hands cleaved easily through the soft
wet tissue until they grasped the evil priest’s beating heart. Then
it happened—with that fatal touch, Ackerman wrapped his essence
completely around the Child of Shadows. Embracing Jordan—body,
mind, and soul—like a gigantic leech, Ackerman began to siphon the
Mondragoran energy within.



Chapter Thirty-Five

The taste of triumph
curdled in his mouth as Jordan was besieged on every level,
physical and spiritual. Ackerman’s flesh stiffened around Jordan’s
hands, crushing them like a vise. No matter how hard he pulled,
Jordan was unable to extract himself from the priest’s chest. And
as he struggled, the skin of Ackerman’s belly somehow crept around
his ankles, binding his feet as well. Trapped astride the monster,
Jordan was powerless as the Mondragoran’s servant bored into his
soul. But his sensation of helplessness rapidly turned to fear, as
Ackerman began to strip away the fabric of energy that maintained
his revenant body.

So, Jordan Hanson, Child
of Shadows—this is a meeting I have long anticipated,
Ackerman remarked nonchalantly into Jordan’s
mind, peeling a section of his essence away as easily as boiled
meat from a bone. In vain, Jordan attempted to resist the
vivisection of his being. But with each sliver of his essence
slurped down by the priest, Ackerman’s already god-like strength
expanded.

It’s a pity I can’t
prolong your destruction—Jordan screamed
inwardly as another segment of his being was torn idly
away—but I’m on a bit of a
timetable. Jordan sensed that Ackerman was
beginning to focus the stolen energy within his hideous
body. Would you care to know what a fool
you’ve been? As the agony from the rending
of countless pieces of his essence burned throughout his being,
Jordan found himself unable to respond. Of
course you would. I can see you’re just speechless with
curiosity, Ackerman chuckled, ripping
through a previously undamaged portion of Jordan’s psyche.
It’s really quite humorous. All this time you
thought you were stalking me when, in fact, I have been luring you
toward me.

Jordan desperately
attempted to resist Ackerman’s brutal attacks, but his defenses
were crushed before the priest’s powerful mind. Several days ago, the Masters, the ones you chose to scorn,
reshaped this body. Not only did they fill it with the same
glorious powers as yours, they also configured it so that if we
ever came into physical contact, your body and mind would become
paralyzed, and I could drain away your energy. As though with a psychic wrench, Ackerman slid free another
section of Jordan’s being. Effortlessly, the priest merged the
parcel of Mondragoran energy into himself.

You were so certain you
could prevent the inevitable, he
sneered, but here it is: the end of your
world. As Jordan watched in horror,
Ackerman tilted his head toward the ceiling; suddenly, a thick,
purplish beam of light exploded from his face, lancing toward the
roof. The torrent of energy seared through the stone ceiling,
burning away what remained of the priest’s vile face—and then there
was a sound like nothing Jordan had ever heard before. It was the
scream of something that had existed between the realms of the
animate and the inanimate; it was the Foundation’s death
knell.

As the violet beam burned
into the heart of the Foundation, the column thickened, deepening
to a darkness as unending as oblivion. Then, Jordan sensed
something else pushing through the throbbing cable of night.
Do you feel them? Ackerman screamed shrilly into Jordan’s brain.
The Mondragoran are coming through! After eons,
they will finally walk this world. They will bring chaos and
madness in their wake, and I will be the one who brought them
across!

His courage draining away,
Jordan realized that he could indeed feel them coming through. At
first their presence was only a soft whisper in his mind, with just
a suggestion of power behind it. But as Ackerman continued to
funnel Mondragoran energy into the Foundation, the whispers built
to mutters, then chitters; soon, Jordan could hear words. Two words
in particular: at last.
And as the multitude of voices built, echoing
within the Chamber as well as in Jordan’s mind, the Mondragoran’s
touch upon the earth increased. Ackerman was right, Jordan thought,
surrendering to despair: it wouldn’t be long.

With the last of his
dwindling strength, Jordan attempted to defy Ackerman one more
time. The priest, easily batting away Jordan’s attacks, snickered,
continuing to extract the energy that was intimately tied to
Jordan’s life force. How I do love the
taste of your failure, Jordan Hanson, Ackerman laughed callously. But do
you know what I like even more? Ackerman
shredded yet another piece of Jordan’s soul. In a few moments, when I have drained the last of your power
and breached the Foundation, I will execute the most beautiful act
of vengeance imaginable. I shall transfer my essence into your
body, and your essence into this wretched piece of refuse. Then,
when my body discorporates, releasing its particles across space
and time, your consciousness will be carried with it. You will
become an impotent god, Jordan, aware of everything but unable to
interact with anything. You will live forever, but beyond the
awareness of the rest of creation. You will float endlessly through
time with only yourself for company, knowing all the while that it
was your innate weakness that led to the final destruction of your
world.

And then Ackerman began to
laugh. Cackling in the face of Jordan’s shriveling hope, the dark
priest thrust his psychic claws deep into another region of his
victim’s being, locating a deliciously concentrated portion of
Mondragoran energy. Perceiving that this segment contained more
than enough power to finish off the Foundation, he ruthlessly began
to harvest it.

But the energy abruptly
writhed in his mental grasp. And before Ackerman could achieve a
firmer hold, it suddenly exploded into his mind with a bestial
ferocity. The priest, his defenses down, was sent reeling as the
vicious ball of rage tore at his mind from all directions. Within
seconds, the unforeseen attack had severed many of the psychic
connections snarled throughout Jordan’s mind, forcing Ackerman to
draw power from the Foundation to protect himself. The beam of
light sundering the ward began to slack in intensity.

This is not
possible, Ackerman screamed, hastily
erecting barriers and thrusting spears of thought against the
spinning fury tearing through his mind. The Mondragoran specifically tailored this body to defeat
you!

They designed your body to
vanquish the revenant form of Jordan Hanson, Lord
Ackerman, an entirely alien voice
hissed, with the foolish assumption that
its persona had already been subdued by the Child of Shadows. But
despite being compromised by my presence, Jordan Hanson never
surrendered to me. The assimilation was never complete, and we
remain separate entities. I am the seed germinated and grown. I am
the true Child of Shadows, wholly Mondragoran and beyond your
ability to subjugate. You hold Jordan Hanson in thrall, Ackerman,
not me! With a triumphant cry, Jordan’s
darker half slashed into the stunned priest’s mind.

Jordan was astounded by
the precision of the parasite’s attacks. Despite Ackerman’s
advantage in power, he was barely able to counter the Child’s
destructive assaults. For the first time, Jordan fully appreciated
the strength of his inner enemy. Had the creature not been forced
to evolve within him, allowing Jordan to build immunity to its
attacks while it was still weak, he would never have been able to
resist it. Watching the creature flit through Ackerman’s mind,
merging in and out of the pockets of Mondragoran energy grafted to
the priest’s essence, Jordan realized that Ackerman was not capable
of dealing with it. Soon enough, the parasite was going to
overwhelm him.

As Jordan studied the
energy patterns of the Child, it dawned on him that the knowledge
and skills the Child had kept from him had been released when
Ackerman tore the parasite from his mind. As Ackerman and the Child
of Shadows lay locked in combat, Jordan sensed that he had access
not only to his own memories, but Choronzon’s and Eve’s as well,
and even a residual understanding of the Mondragoran left behind by
the Child.

With this new insight, he
saw that the Child’s design was not complex, nor were its mental
capacities superior to his. What made it so unique was its ability
to reconfigure its essence to any reality, and to absorb and
contain an almost limitless quantity of Mondragoran energy. Jordan
suddenly understood that he himself was now capable of both as
well.

As Jordan watched, waves
of energy spilled from Ackerman’s bloated form, tumbling
chaotically into the surrounding planes. His body wouldn’t maintain
its integrity much longer. Scanning his own condition, Jordan
discovered that, although he was still physically trapped, his
mental and mystical faculties were his to command again.

What had the priest said
about discorporating and spreading across space and time? If Jordan
could hasten the process, he could rid himself of both Ackerman and
the Child of Shadows. Yet if he made any attempt to enter the
fight, both combatants would turn on him. And despite his
newly-acquired understanding of the Child’s nature, Jordan doubted
he could prevent it from re-entering the pockets of Mondragoran
energy still within him. But as Jordan looked down at Darien’s
prostrate form, an inspiration came to him.

Darien,
he whispered into the alchemist’s mind,
can you hear me?

His wits addled by the
time warp, Darien was slow to respond. But after repeated proddings
from Jordan’s mind, he finally reacted. “J-Jordan, is that you?” he
wheezed, his thoughts a confused jumble.

Yes. Listen, we don’t have
much time. I know you’re hurt, but I need your help.

“That’s an understatement,
boy. I’m almost dead,” Darien coughed painfully, his lungs seizing.
“It appears my centuries of eluding the Grim Reaper are coming to
an end—but whatever abilities I have are yours,” he vowed, pulling
himself painfully to his knees.

Do you still have any of
the vials that liquefy demon flesh?

“I have two, but they’ll
never reach his body. His psychokinetic abilities have grown too
powerful. He stopped my knives and Dugan’s bullets without any
effort.”

He’s distracted right now,
Darien. If you hurry, he won’t be aware of a physical attack until
it’s too late.

Darien fumbled with his
crooked fingers, gnarled and burning with arthritis, at a pouch
tied to his waist. Finally extracting one thin vial, Darien twisted
its stopper. But as he popped the top free, his shaking hands lost
their grip, and he dropped the ampoule. Falling to the ground, it
shattered against the unyielding stones, its precious contents
spilling across the floor. “Oh God, no,” he whimpered.

It’s okay, Darien, you’ve
still got the other one—hurry.

Reaching carefully into
his bag once again, the alchemist extracted the second vial.
Gingerly, he pulled it to his body; then, with extreme care, he
worked the stopper out. To his relief it came free with little
effort.

Do you think you can hit
him with the vial from there?

“I guess I’ll have to,
won’t I?” Only a few yards from the monstrous body of the High
Priest, Darien slowly drew back his arm. Channeling every bit of
his meager strength, he hurled himself forward. The ampoule was
sent spinning into the air, but Darien was unable to follow its
spiraling path; the force of the toss sent his frail body crashing
to the floor, rendering him unconscious.

Despite its unstable
trajectory, the vial remained on target. It crashed successfully
into Ackerman’s torso, splattering his head and upper body with a
thick, ocher liquid. Instantly, the priest’s bare flesh began to
bubble; within seconds, the liquid was chewing through his massive
body.

What’s happening?
Ackerman screamed in agony, his body beginning to
collapse in upon itself. What have you
done to me?

“Just killed your bloated
ass,” Jordan retorted. Then, with all his might, he strained to
extract his arms from Ackerman’s sizzling chest. They ripped free
in a shower of liquefied meat, and Jordan tumbled backward, tearing
away the last thin bands of flesh binding his ankles. Instantly, he
was on his feet, looking up to see Ackerman’s body in the final
stages of disintegration. Its putrefying bulk sank into the floor
in a flood of pinkish ooze, emitting foul fumes. Jordan raised
every mental ward he could conceive.

No, this cannot be! Let me
in! the priest raved, struggling
desperately to force his essence into Jordan’s body. But without a
physical connection to numb Jordan’s mental defenses, he was unable
to breach the psychic shields. Meanwhile, the Child of Shadows,
sensing the threat, began to extricate itself from the priest’s
mind. But Ackerman’s panic unintentionally slowed the Child’s
progress along his synaptic pathways by overloading those routes
with useless messages of fear.

Suddenly, the high priest
felt his mind lurch. As his body cascaded to the floor of the Grand
Chamber, exploding across the ground, Ackerman sensed his essence
beginning to unravel.

No! he screamed, frantically attempting to maintain cohesion; but
without a body, he had nothing to anchor his consciousness. All the
energy that had been pent up inside Ackerman began to pour out, his
command of reality rapidly dwindling away. Staring into the
surrounding ether, Jordan watched as every ounce of power the
Mondragoran had stuffed into their high priest exploded across
creation. And as that energy spread throughout eternity in
ever-widening ripples, it dragged along Ackerman’s ranting essence,
which was forever coupled with the screaming awareness of the being
called the Child of Shadows. Without a shred of pity, Jordan
attended the final end of his two hated enemies.

“Look at the bright side,”
he whispered after their retreating auras. “You two get to spend
eternity together.”

Their end is no longer of
importance, Jordan Hanson, the voice of
legion thundered in his mind. They have
fulfilled their purpose. We are here, and you are ours.
As Jordan glanced upward into the seething wound
torn through the roof, the full weight of the Mondragoran crashed
down upon him, smothering him in an instant.

. . . .

Dazed and bleeding, Maggie
hurled a heavy book from her nightstand at the threadbare bruin
scrambling over the footboard of her bed. The volume struck with a
dull thud, sending the vicious toy careening to the ground. But
even before it hit the floor, two more possessed bears were scaling
the bed. Weakened from dozens of tiny wounds, her left eye swollen
shut from the swipe of a claw and her hip still burning from the
bullet wound, Maggie was being worn down.

She knew she could
separate the imps’ auras from her stuffed animals, if only she
could afford to concentrate on the matter. But with most of her
resources locked in the outer planes, she dared not do so. She was
barely holding her own; if she allowed the priest even the
slightest advantage, he would crush her defenses, slaying her
instantly. The teddy bears, on the other hand, were killing her
only a little at a time.

As she channeled a small
line of fire from her finger toward the head of the Winnie the Pooh
creeping across her sheets, Maggie suddenly sensed an awkward pause
in Ackerman’s siege. A particularly nasty attack against her
defenses had fizzled away; the priest, for no apparent reason, had
failed to execute the remainder of his assault.

Ignoring the scorched
demonite tumbling over the side of her bed, its charcoaled head
exploding across the floor in a spray of gritty-black debris,
Maggie focused on Ackerman’s odd behavior. It was as though a
switch had been flipped: one minute, her shields were awash with
Ackerman’s dark power; the next, nothing. Not daring to waste the
opportunity, Maggie reconfigured her lines of power. Sending a
lethal barrage of energy lacing through her room, she ripped the
flimsy imps from every animate bear within her bedroom. Then, as
the last few teddies dropped lifelessly to the floor, she sent her
mind soaring toward Seattle in search of answers.

Halfway there, she
encountered an extraordinary anomaly in the ether: two distinct but
rapidly fading auras, rippling through the planes of reality in
ever-widening circles. The patterns, fastened to the rim of an
explosive field of energy, were being propelled into space at an
incredible rate, and Maggie barely discerned their natures as they
passed her. She watched in awe as the essences of Lord William
Ackerman and the Child of Shadows were sent wheeling helplessly
across all of existence.

Realizing that Jordan and
the others had somehow stopped the priest, she channeled her
remaining power toward the Foundation. Already, she could detect
the Mondragoran’s foul essence seeping into this world; if the
breach they had forced was not sealed within minutes, it would be
too late.

But as Maggie focused her
power toward the wound suspended over Seattle, she failed to keep
track of what was happening at home. She was therefore unaware that
one small, imp-possessed bear—the one she had knocked unconscious
from her bed, and thus the only one immobile when her spell tore
through the room—was dragging itself upright.

Perceiving that it was the
last of its brethren left alive within the witch’s room, the demon
quietly trundled toward the remains of a chair. Picking up a thick
leg, it fixed upon Maggie with malicious intent; then, sensing that
her mind was far away, it approached the bed. When it was just a
few feet away, it began spinning like a maniacal dervish, the chair
leg gripped firmly between its paws. Finally, the demon released
the piece of wood into the air. It spiraled in a deadly arc,
striking Maggie in the temple and rendering her immediately
unconscious. As she dropped, senseless, to the bed, the demon
slowly crept toward her, thoughts of fresh meat on its
mind.

. . . .

Feebly, Jenna countered
Elizabeth’s brutal blows, but Ackerman’s servant was far too
powerful. With a maniacal glint in her eyes, and a deranged grin
smeared across her ruined mouth, Elizabeth gleefully slashed at
Jenna with her claws.

After the first volley of
blows, Elizabeth realized that her talons were not tearing through
Jenna’s body armor. But this concerned her little: the sound of
breaking bones and Jenna’s screams of agony confirmed that the
armor only prevented her claws from actually reaching the woman’s
flesh: it did nothing to reduce the force of her attacks. So
Elizabeth continued her assault, each ruthless strike snapping
bones like brittle candy and separating muscles from tendons. She
began by shattering the bones in Jenna’s fingers, hands, arms, and
shoulders, then progressed to the adept’s torso, pounding
mercilessly into her chest and abdomen like a mad drummer. Soon
almost every bone in Jenna’s rib cage was broken. One lung was
collapsed, the other filled with fluid; both kidneys were ruptured,
releasing pollutants throughout Jenna’s bloodstream. Within
minutes, Jenna was reduced to a dazed, shuddering heap, beyond the
reach of pain. Elizabeth stepped back to admire her
handiwork.

Jenna’s arms lay sprawled
to either side like those of a savaged marionette. Dark blood
leaked through the cuffs of her sleeves and pooled across the
floor. Jenna’s neck was broken, her body paralyzed, and she stared
helplessly with dimming eyes at the smiling face of her killer.
With each fading second, she cursed herself for failing to destroy
the demon. She had managed to release a defensive spell when the
bitch first leapt for her, but Elizabeth dove beneath her arc of
deadly fire—and that was the last chance Jenna ever got. Catching
her by the wrists, Elizabeth had crushed them instantly, denying
Jenna the use of her hands and thereby preventing her from casting
any spells requiring finger movements—the core of her
repertoire.

But Jenna had not yet been
granted the peaceful oblivion of unconsciousness; combining a few
basic spells, the demon had forced her to remain conscious
throughout the terrible abuse. Elizabeth wanted her prey to suffer
as long as possible.

“How’s it feel, honey?”
she sneered, licking Jenna’s blood from her fingers. “Death, I
mean. I bet you and Jordan pictured this kind of end for me—guess
you were wrong.” Sensing that Jenna’s life force was about to
depart, Elizabeth’s smile broadened. “Well, before you go, I must
say it’s been a real pleasure crushing the life out of you. I’m
just sorry we only get to do it the one time.” Elizabeth seemed
about to say something else, but suddenly the air around them was
torn by an appalling, screeching noise. Their minds were filled
with a terrified scream, followed by a mental cry:
“No, this cannot be. Let me in!”

Jenna, her mind slipping
into deep shock, was unable to focus on the desperate plea for
help. And because her link with Maggie had been severed during
Elizabeth’s attack, she could not pinpoint the origin of the
despairing wail. But terror surged across Elizabeth’s features;
whatever the cause of the scream, it clearly did not bode well for
her.

The expression of haughty
victory had drained entirely from Elizabeth’s face. She remained
standing, mouth agape, staring past Jenna toward the place where
Ackerman had been. Hope entered Jenna’s dying body as she
comprehended the source of the doomed cry.

“No, no,” Elizabeth
whispered, her voice like that of a frightened child rather than
the monster she truly was. “He can’t beat you!”

Though unable to turn her
head, Jenna could discern some activity behind her. What she heard
made little sense: countless thick, plopping noises, as though
syrup were raining from the sky to the stone floor. But whatever
the source of the strange sounds, it obviously induced an awful
dread in the demon, who was beginning to tremble.

The shiver wracking
Elizabeth’s body rapidly progressed to a palsied shudder so severe
that every muscle grew visibly taught. A whitish froth oozed from
between her clenched teeth, and, as the wide-eyed demon stood
rooted to the spot, pinpricks of blue liquid seeped through the
pores of her naked, trembling body. Thousands of watery neon beads
soon covered Elizabeth from head to foot, then coalesced until her
form was completely concealed under a shining liquid
sheath.

A faint moan issued from
the quaking azure form; then, without warning, the mound of liquid
that had once served at the left hand of the High Priest of the
Mondragoran exploded outward, spraying the surroundings with
droplets of neon blue. But before even one globule struck the
floor, they had all faded away, dissipating into the air until
nothing remained of Elizabeth Summers.

With a weak smile, Jenna
understood. The demon-revenant had babbled something about
surviving the Brothers’ attack because her life force was bound to
another source; that source must have been Ackerman. And for
Elizabeth’s body to discorporate as it just had, it must have been
cut off from its energy supply. Jordan must have killed Ackerman,
and without the priest to maintain her existence there was nothing
to stabilize the demon’s hybrid form.

Freed from Elizabeth’s
cruel enchantments, Jenna slowly began to slip through the veil of
this world. As her life faded away, Jenna’s final thought was that
at least it was not given in vain—they did stop the nightmare. But
Jenna failed to notice a sudden and massive disruption in the
matrix of her world’s reality. It was a horrible rending of
creation, as something immense and alien entered it.

. . . .

Jordan was swatted to the
floor like an insect, but the physical blow was nothing compared to
the crushing grip around his soul. Each razor of the Mondragoran’s
mental fingers dug ruthlessly into his weakened being. And with a
calculated cruelty, the Dark Gods resumed the dissection of
Jordan’s psyche where their priest had left off.

You were very foolish to
deny us, Jordan Hanson, they chided
him. We are going to make you pay for the
inconvenience you have caused us.

“Fuck you,” he screamed
back at them. “Fuck you all to hell!” With terrible precision, they
lanced another portion of his essence, twisting the barbed tool of
their thought until Jordan’s vocal cords were ruptured by the
strain of his hoarse shrieks. No longer able to speak, Jordan
attempted to shut down his pain centers while directing his
thoughts toward his tormentors. I was
terrified of you bastards when you first took me, but I’ll never
give in to you.

As the Mondragoran began
to pry open the few pain centers Jordan had managed to secure, he
sensed a dark and immortal mirth. Oh, how
mighty our creation thinks it has grown. We could crush your will
effortlessly, silencing your feeble resistance—but that would end
your suffering far too easily, and your anguish is a pleasure we
intend to maintain for eons. You will do more than bow to us, dear
Child; soon enough, you will worship the blackened ground upon
which we have trampled.

His pain beyond words,
Jordan nevertheless scorned the Overlords. The hell I will. You can make me pay ‘til the end of time,
but I’ll never worship you.

The Mondragoran’s dry
amusement turned to callous laughter. And
which “end” is that, Child? The end of all time, until which we
shall be more than happy to hold you, or simply the end of your
world, which will begin very shortly? With
a chill, Jordan remembered the consequence of his failure: the
Mondragoran now had complete access to his world.

You were your world’s last
line of defense, and now you have fallen. The Foundations are no
more. We have finally accomplished what we promised their
meddlesome creators: we have destroyed the wards forever. And when
we have finished with this paltry orb, we will move on to their
realm, as we intended soon after your world was born. But for now,
we will pleasure ourselves with the sweet juices your home has to
offer. Jordan no longer had the energy to
vilify them; all he could do was sink into the embrace of insanity
as the anchor of his failure dragged him down.

But the Mondragoran did
not allow Jordan even that marginal avenue of escape. Reaching out,
they flushed the madness from his mind, forcing him into lucidity
once more. No, Jordan, that is not an
option for you, they sneered, flaying
sections of his soul. If we were to allow
you to go mad, you could not fully appreciate the obliteration of
your world. Please, allow us to show you. With a surgical ease, they peeled open the eye of his inner
mind, forcing him to observe the results of their
carefully-orchestrated destruction.

The first vision thrust
upon him was the ancient body of Darien lying unconscious on the
ground, the last embers of his life slowly smoldering away. Then
the image flipped to Dugan’s huddled form, curled on the floor of
the Chamber. Jordan realized that his friend’s sanity had been
shredded by a truth beyond his strength to accept. Dugan had not
only shut down his mind but was gradually smothering his life force
as well, progressively stilling the functions of his body. Next,
the savaged body of Jenna seeped into his mind, her beautiful form
ravaged and abused in such terrible ways that her soul was
separating from it as Jordan watched. Finally, the Mondragoran
revealed a picture of Maggie lying helpless in her bed, a
diminutive bear with glistening claws slowly crawling up her
sheets, its burning eyes fixed on a vein pulsing in her exposed
throat.

You see, Jordan, your
friends are all dying. They believed they were sacrificing
themselves for a righteous cause, assuming the worst they could
lose were their worthless lives. But they were wrong. Now that we
are within your realm, we can subject it to our own canons. Your
friends will not find peace in death—far from it. Instead, they
will find themselves in endless torment. The moment their auras
separate from their physical forms, we will snatch them from the
ether, placing each tender morsel in the folds of our being, as we
once did with your own essence. Then you will not only have the
eternal pleasure of suffering at our whim, Jordan; you will also
share in the timeless agony of your companions. There is no heaven
for you and your friends, former Child of Shadows; there is only
hell—our hell.

Damn you!
Jordan raged, his mind seared by the images of
his dying friends. The Mondragoran only laughed at his anguish,
continuing their methodic torture. But at that instant, he did not
feel their foul touch, his desire for revenge resurging to push
back the pain. Not stopping to consider the implausibility of
harming them, Jordan lashed out, in the same way Ackerman and the
Mondragoran had ripped into his mind.

With every torn fragment
of his essence, he dove into the deepest, darkest region of the
Mondragoran collective. And abruptly, to his surprise and their
shock, Jordan’s consciousness tore free from their grip. Separated
entirely from his body, Jordan Hanson’s being slipped past their
defenses, penetrating the Mondragoran to the core of their depraved
essence. In confusion, the collective being lunged for Jordan’s
spiraling substance, but he simply glided between the grasping
segments.

Quickly adapting to his
new environment, Jordan discovered that he could easily duplicate
the properties of the Mondragoran. His deception nearly perfect, he
disappeared among the loops and eddies of their consciousness in
much the same way as the Child of Shadows had disguised itself
within his mind.

Floating through the murk
of their existence, Jordan was suddenly confronted by one of the
Mondragoran’s sentient fragments. Unable to avoid it, he brushed
against the fringes of its pattern—and, to his astonishment, the
segment ignored him, paying no more heed to his presence than it
would to any other piece of its being. Pondering the bizarre
encounter, Jordan analyzed the structure of the parcel of energy,
discovering that it was almost identical in structure to the Child
of Shadows, with one crucial difference: this fragment’s awareness
had barely evolved beyond that of an animal. Jordan realized that
he had discovered the Mondragoran’s only weakness, a flaw that only
he, of all the beings in the myriad realities of eternity, could
ever hope to exploit.

The Brothers had told
Jordan that he held a seed within him—a possibility, no matter how
remote, of defeating the Mondragoran. Even the Child of Shadows had
referred to itself as a seed that had germinated, its power
emerging only after it had been allowed the opportunity to grow.
Now, as Jordan floated through the infinite being of his enemy, he
understood the full meaning of the metaphor.

When they had first
embraced his essence so long ago, the Mondragoran had attempted to
break his will, while replacing parts of his being with their
tainted reality. They did not succeed in the former, thanks to
Maggie, but in the latter they were partially successful. They had
effectively rewritten his body and spirit, transforming his mortal
form into the vessel for the Child of Shadows and implanting a
portion of their being within his soul.

But their experiment had
been compromised when Jordan had escaped with his
self-determination still intact; he was never meant to have any
willpower with which to resist the parasite they had implanted
within him. It was supposed to overpower him, snuffing out
everything that made him who he was and transforming him into a
mindless extension of their consciousness. No, that was wrong. He
would not have been entirely mindless: his body and essence would
have been controlled by a fragment of the Mondragoran, an entity
much like the one he was observing, a portion forever in contact
with the collective consciousness and subservient to its every
desire.

Events had gone awry for
the Mondragoran when, in the process of his escape, Jordan had
severed the connection between them and the seed they had implanted
within him. With that separation, not only was Jordan forced to
discover the properties of his new form, but so was the parasite
for which he had become an unwilling host. Cut off from the whole,
unable to submit Jordan to its will, and fallen from the
Mondragoran’s dark grace, the Child had been compelled to evolve on
its own. It had done so all too well, developing an independence
that no other portion of its whole had ever known. And for that
reason it resented and feared the Mondragoran; it knew that if they
ever reclaimed it, the sense of identity it had developed would
have been obliterated. It had become an aberration alien to the
Mondragoran’s being, something that would have been expunged
without question.

Jordan realized that in
many ways the Child of Shadows had been superior to its parent. It
had evolved into a more complex entity; the only quality it lacked
was the Mondragoran’s phenomenal power, a power derived not from
wisdom or even intelligence, but simply from the sheer weight of
numbers. The Mondragoran’s god-like strength came from one source:
the billions of weak minds that inhabited its polluted being.
Functioning in a symbiotic relationship as it had for eons, it had
never been forced to evolve. It was nothing more than a giant
cosmic germ for which the antibody had not yet been
discovered.

The Child of Shadows had
believed it could become greater than the Mondragoran, and now
Jordan understood how. His transformed being, pounded into
existence by the machinations of the Mondragoran and the
manipulations of the Child of Shadows, was more than an antibody.
It had evolved into a disease all its own, a rare plague that had
only one host: the Mondragoran collective.

Jordan reached out and
embraced the passing parcel of energy. As easily as crushing an egg
between his hands, he shattered its flimsy shields, extinguishing
the light of its being and sucking down the yolk of its
power.

Sensing a new
experience—the death of one of its inner cells—the Mondragoran
directed countless thousands of segments toward the scene of the
atrocity. Jordan was waiting patiently for each and every one of
them. With the speed of thought, he enveloped each arriving piece,
sundering its being in an instant and sucking dry its energy. At an
incredible rate, Jordan devoured hundreds, then thousands, and soon
millions of portions of the Mondragoran collective. His own
template, capable of infinite reconfigurations, compensated for the
expanding mass of energy, and Jordan discovered that there was no
end to the power he could contain.

Drunk with the might of a
vengeful god, Jordan raked great rents into the weave of the
Mondragoran essence. Each strike further disrupted the matrix and
transferred more energy to his ever-expanding consciousness.
Perceiving the threat, the Mondragoran merged huge portions of its
being into focused groups, which it directed at Jordan. Like
tossing a boulder at a gnat, they flung these segments of self at
the infection growing within.

But Jordan’s power had
grown beyond such crude attempts at annihilation; he easily
outmaneuvered the immense globs of energy. And as they passed, he
struck with precision, concentrating his power on crucial planes
until the hastily assembled constructs exploded. Then, before the
stunned segments could coalesce, Jordan fed upon them.

His consciousness
expanding at a phenomenal rate, Jordan found himself acutely aware
of his surroundings. He could feel the texture and fabric of the
earth upon which his body lay, and sense the thoughts and actions
of countless humans as they scurried about the world like ants on a
mound. In awe, he perceived that he was transcending the very
monsters that had created him: where they were merely omnipotent,
he was becoming omniscient. This universe, any universe, could be
his to mold. He understood now, as he reached out to embrace the
edges of the earth’s solar system, that he had become a god. He
stood at a moment as brief as eternity in which, with the simple
liberation of the last vestiges of his humanity, he could become
the absolute deity of this realm. Everything in creation could be
his. He could reshape the entire universe to his liking; he could
free his world from all pain and suffering, all evil.

And then he heard a
whisper in his mind. It was not the voice of Maggie, or Darien, or
the Child of Shadows; it was not from an outside source at all. The
voice was that of a man Jordan had thought no longer existed: it
was the soft call of his humanity, before the nightmare had
begun. What right do you have to reshape
the universe? By virtue of their might, these gods made you their
plaything; will you do the same to the rest of the Earth?
And Jordan suddenly realized, as the Mondragoran
rallied against him, that he could not be the savior of the
universe. He would be a god as flawed as the Mondragoran and, with
time, perhaps as evil.

Remembering the plight of
his friends, Jordan sought out their distinctive auras from the
faceless masses churning within his perception. He found them much
as the Mondragoran had portrayed them. Darien and Dugan still
survived, but barely; Jenna’s body had died, but her soul remained
within hope of recall; and the demon that had been ascending
Maggie’s bed now lay poised on her chest, ready to tear out her
throat. She was the key, he realized: if he could rescue Maggie and
alert her to the others’ situations, she might be able to save them
all.

He had only seconds to
decide, although with his expanded awareness the seconds might as
well have been hours. But time was still his enemy, for the longer
he fought the Mondragoran, the more power he gained from them. Soon
he would transcend another level of reality—and when that moment
came, he might not care what Jordan the man thought. He had to make
his decision before reaching that next plane.

But to save Maggie, Jordan
would have to reach outside the Mondragoran, and the time and
energy that would require might cost him his advantage. He needed
to destroy the demon, alert Maggie, and counter the Mondragoran
simultaneously.

And then he remembered
Ackerman’s and the Child’s demise. When the physical and psychic
blast had flung them into all realities, they had no anchor for
their minds. Their powers eternally thinning, they had quickly
fallen prey to the natural order of the universe. Snared by the
most common aspects of every realm—gravity and time—their melded
consciousness was doomed to follow the paths of entropy until the
end of all creation.

The Mondragoran had no
true body; they were merely patterns of energy linked to one
another. It was the unique weave of their overmind that held them
together. But if Jordan could somehow unravel that weave, sending
them on a route similar to the one Ackerman and the Child were
condemned to wander, no individual fragment would have the energy
necessary to resist the tides of creation. They would be as
powerless as Ackerman and the Child.

Jordan had already
consumed a quarter of the Mondragoran’s essence, and now he knew
exactly what to do with that usurped power. Halting his attacks and
allowing the Mondragoran to pinpoint his position within itself,
Jordan set his trap. Drawing the stolen energy deep into his being,
he compressed it until he could barely contain the increased
tension. Then, as the Mondragoran enveloped him, attempting once
again to smother his essence, Jordan reviewed their weak points,
much as he had done with the clumps of self they had haphazardly
thrown at him.

When the pressure had
grown almost too much to bear, and their fragments were as densely
packed around his essence as maggots on a piece of rotting meat,
Jordan executed his plan: he released almost every portion of
energy pent within his elevated being. He cut through the
Mondragoran on every level with columns of raw energy, shredding
the weave that unified them.

Many segments were simply
wiped out. The remaining portions of the Mondragoran’s shattered
consciousness, caught in the ripples of energy like so much flotsam
and jetsam, were flung out into creation. Their individual powers
incapable of countering the forces now holding them in tow, the
Mondragoran were pulled away from their center. Soon enough, the
segments left spinning in the void began to dissipate, having
forgotten how to function without being connected to the
collective.

But Jordan was only barely
aware of his success. He was just able to verify that the
Mondragoran were indeed unraveling before the thin line of power he
had held in reserve for himself hurled his mind toward the shelter
of his body. Plummeting to Earth, Jordan immediately directed two
lines of mystical energy toward Maggie. The first vaporized the
possessed bear just as its claws were descending upon Maggie’s
unconscious form; the second jolted her awake and informed her of
the others’ predicaments. Those were Jordan’s final acts as a
near-omniscient being. Attempting to shed the last vestiges of his
stolen power, Jordan prepared to squeeze his essence once more into
its familiar shell. But he was not entirely successful—as he dove
into his corpse, there was a tremendous backlash of energy. The
power coursed ruthlessly through his body, scourging everything in
its path.

Settling his mind into
place, Jordan analyzed his situation, discovering to his dismay
that he had disrupted the structure of his body down to a molecular
level. With insufficient power to either heal the damage or escape
back into the ether, Jordan was left lying helpless on the floor,
his body rapidly losing cohesion.

. . . .

Painfully returned to
consciousness, Maggie wasted no time in tending to the wounded.
First, she reached out to Darien. She infused him with just enough
energy to stabilize his form, knowing that once he acquired a vial
of his Elixir, he would be capable of reversing the artificial
aging process forced upon his body.

Dugan proved to be a
different matter entirely. His body revealed no significant damage;
it was his mind that was injured. Scanning his memories, she
located the source of his life-threatening dissonance. Dugan had
never wished to harm an innocent soul. His time as a soldier had
already caused him considerable mental anguish, as he’d endlessly
questioned the practice of killing people over politics. But when a
basically good man had suddenly found himself responsible for the
deaths of four of his comrades—not just in body, but in soul as
well—it was more than his mind could bear.

Dugan’s mind had coped
with the memory by rewriting it, replacing as the cause of the
soldiers’ hellish deaths the actions of Ghost rather than his own.
It had been more than curiosity that had compelled Dugan to pursue
the occult after his discharge, just as it was more than a sense of
virtue that led him to aid Jordan against the Mondragoran. It was
his subconscious but overwhelming need to make reparations for the
innocent lives he had destroyed that had driven Paul Dugan for all
these long years.

Heartbroken, Maggie could
see only one way to help Dugan—and although she questioned the
ethics of the remedy, she did not hesitate. Maggie exorcised the
true memory from Dugan’s mind, cutting it away as a surgeon might a
malignant cancer. Then, with careful attention to detail, she
returned the false memory to its position in Dugan’s recollections,
gently prompting his will to live. As she shifted her attention to
Jenna, Maggie reflected that, while Dugan’s actions had led to
horrible consequences, the saving of a world should be enough to
balance the scales.

Wrapping her consciousness
around Jenna’s broken body, Maggie steeled herself for the worst.
She knew her adept had been cruelly abused and that her soul had
almost departed from this plane; but even so, Maggie still gagged
at the horror she felt. The trauma to Jenna’s still-warm body was
almost more than she could bear. Quickly, she scanned Jenna’s mind,
ensuring that some electrical activity remained and that the cells
had not been too badly damaged by oxygen depravation. Assuring
herself that the least reparable portion of Jenna’s anatomy was
also the least damaged, Maggie prepared to restore what Elizabeth
had destroyed.

Maggie drew every last
drop of energy from the depleted streams of power crossing her
home. Then, with painstaking precision, she began healing Jenna’s
torn and beaten body. Extracting shards of bone from ravaged flesh,
Maggie regenerated tissues and fused crushed limbs. She inflated a
collapsed lung, drained another, and filled both with fresh oxygen.
Increasing the number of blood cells in Jenna’s body, she
methodically assembled every broken limb and pulped organ, leaving
no portion unchecked. Pouring rivers of power into Jenna’s lifeless
form, Maggie successfully rebuilt the shattered body until it lay
healthy and whole once more. Finally, she turned to the most
crucial detail: coaxing Jenna’s essence back into the place from
which it had been driven.

Separated for only
minutes, Jenna’s consciousness had already begun to forget its
temporal ties and to drift into the next realm. Calling Jenna’s
name repeatedly, Maggie tried desperately to distract the departing
spirit from its new path. At first, it ignored Maggie’s pleas—the
remembrance of its physical pain still lingered within its fragile
awareness—but eventually it focused upon the sorceress’s mental
call. The spirit’s partial transition into the adjoining reality
prevented verbal communication, so Maggie simply opened a path to
her soul, revealing the love that awaited Jenna in this
world.

Curious, the spirit
drifted tentatively toward Jenna’s body. As it drew closer, the
body, healthy once more and desiring to be complete, reached out
with gentle filaments of energy to grasp the fluttering soul.
Instantly and instinctively, the spiritual and the physical merged,
becoming one again. And then Jenna was simply sleeping on the
floor, her soul once more housed in the safety of her resurrected
body. Breathing a mental sigh of relief, Maggie prepared to return
her soul to Oregon, but then realized that, during her
ministrations, she had never sensed Jordan’s presence.

Scanning the chamber, she
searched for her adopted cousin, only to find his decaying form
lying paralyzed on the stone floor. With dread, she propelled her
weakened will into Jordan’s mind.

Jordan, what
happened? she asked, examining the
extensive damage to his physical structure.

Well, for a while I became
a god. But luckily for you and the rest of the universe, I realized
I wasn’t up to the job. The good news is that I destroyed the
Mondragoran with the very power I stole from them; I fragmented the
bastards throughout creation, killing most of them in the process.
The bad news is that when I returned my essence to my body, I
forced too much power into it too quickly.

Focusing on Jordan’s body
while he spoke, Maggie was horrified. It was in an extreme state of
decay, the flesh bubbling from internal gases and sloughing from
the bones. Shifting to the ethereal plane, she could see that the
damage went far beyond the physical. Jordan’s body was no longer
capable of containing his soul; like water through a sieve, his
life force was rapidly pouring from the shattered vessel. Her heart
heavy with grief, Maggie knew she wasn’t capable of restoring
him.

Jordan could sense his
cousin’s pain as her aura hovered near him. It’s okay, Maggie; it doesn’t hurt, and at this rate it’s
going to be all over in a few minutes.

You deserved better than
this, Jordan, she cried
bitterly.

You know what? I don’t
care anymore. We did it, Maggie; we stopped the bastards from
taking our world. Hell, I stopped them from taking anything ever
again, he added, the image of a lopsided
smile floating in his mind. I vowed, when
they turned me into their Anti-Christ, that I’d make them pay, and
I have: Elizabeth, Ackerman, the Mondragoran, I got ‘em all.
 And thanks to you, my friends survived the whole mess.
His thoughts breaking up as his energy reserves
dwindled, Jordan paused. I don’t want to
die, Maggie. But if my life is the price for saving this world and
the lives of my friends, then I’m willing to pay it.

Your life truly would be a
minor fee in exchange for the continued existence of an entire
world, Jordan Hanson, a powerful voice
thundered into Jordan’s and Maggie’s thoughts, but it is a price you need not pay.

Who are you?
Jordan called out tentatively, feeling a
tremendous flush of power enfold his essence, preventing the last
of his energy from departing.

Do not fear us, Jordan; we
want nothing from you. It is you who has done us a great service.
We merely wish to reward you, in a small way, by repairing your
body before your essence is forced to vacate it,
the voice explained.

But why are you helping me
now? I can sense that you have power on the level of the
Mondragoran. Why didn’t you help before?

Jordan felt the gentle
touch of their being as the visitors began cutting away the rotted
portions of his anatomy and regenerating the hollowed
sections. That is not the way we have
played the game since it began eons ago. Had we acted directly, the
Mondragoran would have realized that our realm was still
accessible. We have interfered only once, and that was long ago,
when we erected the wards upon your world.

You’re the gods of Dugan’s
legends? The ones who built the Foundations?

In your tales, we are
called gods. However, though our power is greatly beyond yours, we
do not lay claim to such titles.

Maggie watched the
visitors with awe as they reconstituted Jordan’s corpse, drawing
back his escaped power from the ether and returning it to his body.
Finally, she spoke. But why only the one
time? Why did you interfere then, but never again?

Both Maggie and Jordan
sensed a peculiar emanation from the beings; the closest human
emotion they could connect it to was shame. You may not be pleased with our answer, but you have earned
the right to the truth, they acknowledged,
continuing to tinker with Jordan’s now-repaired body. A series of
images paraded through Jordan and Maggie’s minds.

They saw another place, a
place of beautiful light and energy, a paradise for beings no
longer bound by the flesh. It was a magnificent realm of splendor
and peace eternal, surrounded and protected by an impenetrable wall
of power—or so its inhabitants thought. But one day, something
began scratching at a hole in the walls surrounding this Eden. And
when the denizens went to investigate the source of the
disturbance, they had discovered a ravenous beast clawing at their
door.

The entity was powerful,
and the inhabitants of that realm had not fought another being for
eons. They were not ready to combat it, so they did the only thing
they could think of at the time: they plugged the gap with nearby
material, a stray segment of reality. Using their tremendous
powers, they wove the substance of this other place across the
breach in their walls, temporarily sealing themselves away from the
enemy. They knew that the hastily conceived patch would not hold
the voracious fiend at bay forever, so they then set to the task of
repairing the wall more permanently.

But no sooner did they
begin their repairs than the beast’s attention was drawn to the
weakened area, and it began assaulting that portion of their
reality again. Dismayed, the beings realized that, if they left the
patch alone, the insatiable entity could not locate the fragile
section. But if they attempted to restore the damaged portion of
their wall, the beast, sensing the approach of their light, would
go mad with hunger. Left with only one recourse, they elected not
to repair the damage, choosing instead to strengthen the patch.
Channeling considerable portions of their power into the fabric of
the other reality, they transformed it into a near impregnable
boundary. Then they departed from that section of their universe,
leaving the beast to bat futilely at the realm on the other side of
their domain. From then on, except occasionally to reinforce the
area and maintain its integrity, the inhabitants stayed well away
from the invading entity.

But one day, while
inspecting the site, they discovered that the beast had finally
formulated a method for overcoming the barrier. It was a
complicated scheme; but if it succeeded, the barricade would be
torn asunder, the flaw once more revealed. The inhabitants of
paradise, still unready to battle the creature, searched for a way
to defeat it without directly confronting it. And with some effort
they found a way. The beast, for all its elaborate plans, had
failed to recognize that the tool it was constructing to pry its
way into their realm could also be used as a weapon against
it.

From that moment on, the
denizens of Eden carefully and covertly manipulated events to
increase the chance of the beast losing its very costly instrument.
In the end, not only did the monster known as the Mondragoran lose
the tool that would become its bane, but, to the relief of the
other beings, it impaled itself on that very weapon, ending its
threat forever.

As the last of the images
faded, Jordan was quietly swearing. Sonofabitch. You used our universe as a goddamn bandaid to
protect your asses.

We will not lie to you.
But you must remember that we used the nearest available energy to
shore up our defenses. Had we not done so, they would have broken
through to our realm while we were still unprepared. Then, after
defeating us, they would have continued on to the next available
food source: your reality. We cannot claim we were doing you a
favor. We were protecting ourselves the only way we could. But in
the end, it worked for us all. The Mondragoran are no more and we
are now free to repair the hole. This will in turn separate your
reality from ours, and we will never have contact with one another
again.

So why save me at
all? Jordan asked curiously.
I mean, you got what you wanted. Why
bother?

Because of the manner in
which you sacrificed yourself. You had the chance to become a god,
Jordan, a creature greater than the Mondragoran and perhaps even
ourselves. But you realized something that beings such as my race
sometimes forget, and creatures like the Mondragoran never
question: the power does not make you all. We do not claim the
title of gods, because we are not. We are omnipotent by your
standards, but not omniscient. We know that there are greater
things in the universe than ourselves. You chose not to become
divine because you knew that you were not ready. That was a great
and noble sacrifice for any being, Jordan Hanson, and one that
deserved to be rewarded with more than death.

Suddenly, Jordan sensed
the being pull away. And with a shock, he perceived that he was
whole again—and also somehow different. Glancing down at his hands,
he could see that they were human; the long, clawed fingers of the
Child of Shadows were no more. In wonder, he reached toward his
face and, running his hands across it, felt the familiar features
of Jordan the man, not the Mondragoran construct he’d
become. Wait, he
called out to their receding power, you’ve
changed me.

Your original form and the
energy of the Mondragoran were too greatly fused for us to
separate. To remove one was to destroy both. But the energy was not
evil in itself, merely another form of power. We rebuilt your
revenant form as it was before you battled the Mondragoran, then
improved it. Before, you were susceptible to possession by
creatures with more Mondragoran energy than yourself. That is no
longer a possibility.

You were also denied many
natural functions, which, for a being such as yourself, are crucial
to retaining your humanity. You still hold the previous benefits of
your form, but, for better or worse, you will now feel pain and
discomfort. Though you can never really be harmed physically,
provided you absorb enough energy, you will remain aware of the
harsher aspects of life around you. We have also reconfigured your
metabolism. You can still sustain yourself by feeding directly on
living things, but that is no longer a necessity. You can survive
on the nourishment that any other mortal would, though you remain
immortal. Their presence had almost entirely receded when Jordan
caught one last mental remark. We also returned to you one other
feature stolen by the Dark Lords: the ability to physically
procreate. Despite your death, you need not be the last of your
line, Jordan Hanson.

And then their presence
winked into a far-away realm. Dumbfounded, Jordan looked around the
Grand Chamber. “Wait a minute—you mean I’ve been impotent all this
time?” Jordan heard Maggie chuckling in his mind. “I’m glad you
find that amusing,” he remarked.

Just happy to have you
back, Jordan.

“We’ve still got a
problem,” Jordan added, surveying the unconscious forms of his
friends. “How the hell am I going to get them out of here? We blew
up the only exit.”

At that moment a deep
voice echoed across the Chamber.

“We will attend to that,”
a bulky figure asserted, approaching Jordan through the cavern’s
darkness. It raised one hand, and suddenly the darkness of the
Chamber was vanquished. The walls and ceiling began to glow a warm,
vibrant yellow.

The being before Jordan
appeared in the likeness of the Brother Jordan first saw when his
awareness brushed through the walls of the maze, but with one very
remarkable difference: that image was flesh and blood, where this
one appeared to be animate stone. Dressed in long, flowing robes,
with a thin figure, a balding pate, and a thick, curly beard, the
surface of the figure resembled coarse sandstone.

“We have learned to adapt
our surroundings to suit our needs,” the golem smiled. “I am
Markus,” he declared, placing a hand on his chest and bowing toward
Jordan. “These are my brothers—Albert, Joseph, and Michael.” Markus
pointed toward three more stone effigies waiting behind him. Jordan
noticed that the one called Michael held the body of the girl they
had saved. “They will gladly carry your friends to the surface. It
is well within our power to open new passages along the way—and now
that the tunnels have been freed of demons, we can ensure you safe
passage.”

Jordan had no difficulty
sensing the warmth and honesty that radiated from Markus’s being.
“Thanks.” Then, as Jordan watched, Markus carefully lifted Darien,
while Albert and Joseph did the same for Dugan and
Jenna.

I can see things are going
to be fine here, Maggie commented,
so I’m going back home for now. But I’ll see you
soon, right?

“You will,” Jordan agreed
as her essence departed. Then, with a smile, he followed Markus
into the light of another tunnel.


 Epilogue

It was the second day
after the dissipation of the greatest storm in Seattle’s history.
The sky was still overcast, releasing an occasional spattering of
icy rain, and the temperature remained chill, but the city was no
longer the ominous place it had been. There was a feeling of life
and hope in the air once more.

“You won’t be opening your
store again?” Jordan asked Dugan, tossing his and Jenna’s bags into
the back of the Jeep.

“No, I don’t think so. I
think I’ll close that chapter in my life, no pun intended.
Besides,” he added, grinning toward Darien, “I hear an old friend
of mine is looking for a new valet.”

“Well, perhaps not another
valet,” Darien corrected, his familiar raven hair restored, along
with his youthful appearance. “I think the days of my retaining a
manservant are over. It tends to give people the wrong idea. For
some reason, women seldom seem interested when I introduce them to
my live-in male servant.” Jordan and Dugan chuckled. “I think we’ll
try ‘business partners’ this time,” he continued. “Now that Paul’s
using my Elixir, he has time to accompany me while I inspect a few
of my international ventures.”

“But what of you, lad?”
Dugan inquired affectionately. Jordan looked past him and toward
Jenna as she approached the Jeep with a few small boxes. Their eyes
met and he smiled. “I’m going back to Maggie’s with Jenna. I’ve
still got a lot to learn about magic, and that’s the best place for
me to start. And,” he added softly as Jenna placed the packages in
the vehicle, “I have other reasons, too.” Dugan and Darien both
smiled.

“I’m not going to let you
forget that, either,” Jenna remarked, circling the vehicle to stand
beside Jordan. “Now that the nightmare’s over—” she wrapped an arm
around Jordan’s waist— “I think it’s time we all started
remembering what it’s like to be happy again.”

“Amen to that,” Jordan
agreed, returning her embrace.

As a distant rumble of
thunder echoed overhead, Darien glanced up at the mildly turbulent
skies. “Things won’t ever be quite the same for this world, you
know,” he remarked.

“How so?” Dugan
asked.

“Well, even with
Ackerman’s temporal rip now sealed, there were countless other
portals breached across Seattle, and probably across the world. The
one he created was dependent on his power to sustain it, but many
others were already in place prior to his opening them; he merely
turned the keys to their locks. I doubt any of those were sealed
again when he was destroyed.”

“So you think we’ll be
reading about a lot more demon sightings in the tabloids?” Jenna
asked wryly.

“That and more,” Darien
agreed. “Not every door Ackerman opened would have held something
evil. There were creatures native to this world that left it long
ago, closing the portals behind the last of their kind by choice,
not by force. Also, our world once was frequented by visitors who,
if not benevolent in their intent, certainly were not malicious.
Such entities were sealed away by many a zealous mage over the
centuries. I believe, after what’s occurred, that we might be
seeing more of them.”

“Like the creature that
saved the girl?” Jenna asked.

“Quite so,” Darien
replied. “Of course, we’ll have to wait and see what time brings.
Until then, I suggest we go on with our lives.”

“Fine with me.” Jordan
offered his hand to Darien and then to Dugan. Jenna gave them each
a parting embrace, and she and Jordan climbed into the Jeep.
Starting the engine, Jordan glanced back at his friends. “We’ll see
each other again, I promise,” he vowed, his eyes
watering.

“I’m sure we will,” Darien
agreed, and Dugan nodded warmly. Then, as a burst of cold rain
exploded from the sky, Jordan and Jenna drove away. Dugan and
Darien watched their friends’ departure, then turned and sprinted
back to the townhouse, leaving the brief squall to burn itself out.
The days of endless storms were past.

. . . .

The cold rain cascading
about them, a young couple raced from their car to their home,
carefully shielding their latest addition from the elements.
Throwing open the front door, the man helped his wife off with her
coat. After removing his, he hung them on the nearby coat rack,
then followed his wife to the nursery. Their new baby girl was
sound asleep as the woman set her in the bassinet.

As the parents left her to
rest, they couldn’t help feeling blessed. Their daughter’s birth
had been a close thing. Twice, the doctors thought they had lost
her: once while she was still in the birth canal and the monitor
had failed to register her heart beat for almost two minutes; then,
briefly, when she’d stopped breathing after the nurse had placed
her in the incubator. But the doctor had quickly cleared their
daughter’s airways, allowing her to breathe freely again. And in
the end, they had a normal healthy girl all to themselves. Feeling
the warm joy of new parents, they crept quietly from the
nursery.

As they left the room, the
couple failed to notice a large wolfish dog staring intently
through the blinds of the nursery window. The huge gray beast, its
muzzle almost touching the glass, stood placidly in the cold rain.
It was a curious creature, for despite the proximity of its mouth
to the glass, its breath left no mark on the pane. Stranger still,
its coat appeared to be completely dry even though it was standing
directly in the rainstorm. But the oddest thing of all was that, if
one were to look very closely at the animal, one would notice that
its feet did not quite touch the damp ground.

Continuing to gaze into
the room, the dog suddenly tilted its head upward, echoing a long,
mournful howl that cut through the chill air for miles around. As
the eerie wail died off, the baby opened her eyes, focusing them
toward the rain-smeared window. But the animal was nowhere to be
seen, and with a peaceful sigh, the child again closed her lids,
sealing away the ebony darkness within.
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