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Prologue

Rejected! Betrayed! Driven out!

Old memories, old wounds reassert themselves
as something awakens Aftiel from the slumber of oblivion.

. . . .

The Guardians had fought the Expulsion with
all their strength and will. They had fought until their vast
powers were drained and their immortal blood rained down from the
heavens, but for all their power and glory they had been defeated
in the end. They had grown arrogant in their stewardship; it had
never occurred to them that their flock would turn against them so
utterly. Their pride became their downfall, as they quickly
discovered that their fostered children, these humans, had grown
more powerful than they had ever imagined.

But the humans’ love for the Guardians had
not grown. They did not thank the Guardians for their firm
supervision and protection, but instead became bitter and
resentful. Too many of the humans rejected the guidance of their
shepherds and wished not just to throw them down but to drive them
out and even destroy them! To this end, the humans made alliances
with the mongrel Nephilim and even with some of the very enemies
who had once preyed upon humanity: the very beings the Guardians
had fought to protect the humans. They united with the Fallen! And
with their foul alliances they turned the very weapons of Solomon
against the Guardians. What had bound Ornias and Onoskelis could be
used against the Celestial Warriors too; the Signets and Seals were
their bane as well.

And so Aftiel and his brethren began to
weaken under the coordinated attack of their great enemies and the
feckless humans. When the battle had begun the Guardians had
believed that humanity was merely misguided—but once the Guardians
saw the children of Adam raise the Signets against them, even the
bravest of the Celestial Warriors faltered at the horror of the
betrayal. Many of the Guardians lost their will to fight.

After that, their numbers quickly dwindled:
first by the hundreds, then the thousands, they were cut down or
sealed away. And then the Fallen began to disrupt the Celestial
portals; the conduits that led between Aftiel’s first home and the
world of man began to close. Aftiel and some of his brothers and
sisters had been the last. They had stayed after all the pathways
home had been obliterated. They had a duty; they were the
self-chosen Guardians and protectors of man and his world, and so
they had fought until they too fell or, more aptly, were pushed.
With the power of the Signets they were thrust violently from their
adopted world. With the portals destroyed, Aftiel and the tattered
remnants of his fellow warriors were tossed into the ether between
all realities, to stagnate and wither for eons.

. . . .

Aftiel was not sure when he’d first sensed
that the portal was open. The conduits had been closed for so very
long—he’d stopped checking them hundreds of years ago. In the realm
between realities, there was no here or then; there was nothing but
the merciless winds of creation that stripped away the flesh of
existence. It took every ounce of his immortal energies to maintain
cohesion. For even the greatest of them, there were no reserves
remaining to locate new portals, and the familiar ones had been
long shut away—until now.

Aftiel had almost lost hope for a way out;
many of his kin had already. Since their banishment, his fellow
warriors had succumbed to their despair. They who had seldom known
defeat had failed in their duty to protect their colony. They had
suffered the ignominy of being torn from their chosen home and then
abandoned to the primal realm. Many of his brethren had simply
stopped resisting the reality-devouring temporal winds: one by one
Aftiel had felt his brothers and sisters allow themselves to
unravel. Without will there was no survival in this place. Within
seconds, the flesh was destroyed, and then even the great energies
of their immortality burned away. Aftiel had sensed the light of
their essences flutter and dissipate into the ether…until he
floated alone. How many centuries? He had lost count.

But now he felt hope. A portal to the colony
was open. He could return! And once anchored in a familiar reality,
he could regain his strength and search out any remaining kin. They
could rebuild again. They would be the guardians and protectors
once more!

Drawing on atrophied faculties, Aftiel
focused his attenuated essence. Gradually, he reconfigured mental
pathways brittle from disuse, then slowly and painfully directed
himself toward the portal that led back to the colony and the world
of man. With joy he pushed his essence made flesh through the
portal and beyond.

. . . .

Aftiel arrived and felt the embrace of his
lost home—the putrid rotting embrace of a raped and ravaged world.
Overwhelmed, he sensed the countless billions of souls squirming in
the rancid flesh of his home. He screamed in anguish and betrayal:
“What have you done to Eden?!”


Chapter One

Cuddling together in the late evening air of
a cool August in Seattle, a young couple meandered through the side
roads off Post Alley. Josh and Stephanie, taking a long weekend
away from the heat of Arizona before they returned for their senior
year at college, were thoroughly enjoying the pleasant temperatures
and nightlife of Seattle.

Chris had been eager to have them fly up for
a long weekend and show them the sights, but that wasn’t the only
reason for their trip. They had also wanted to announce their
engagement in person. Chris was honored that they had told him
first and said he was really happy for them. After that, it had
been an afternoon of coffee and reminiscing about old times.

The three of them had met in a political
philosophy class at ASU. They had quickly become friends and
remained close ever since, although Josh and Stephanie had become
much closer. By his junior year, Chris had decided that his
philosophy major was going to lead him down the road to starvation,
so he’d moved to his parents’ home in Seattle to pursue a business
degree at Seattle University. Josh had continued with his political
science major and was planning to enter the ASU College of Law
after graduation. Stephanie, meanwhile, had switched to psychology,
hoping to become a high school counselor someday. Josh and
Stephanie felt that they were right where they wanted to be in
their lives and that it was time to take the next important step.
It had been great to hear that Chris, who knew them so well,
agreed.

Chris had graciously shown them the tourist
spots: the Space Needle, the botanical garden at Ballard Locks, the
strange Fremont Troll sculpture, and even the original Starbucks.
On the last evening of their vacation, however, Josh and Stephanie
had said goodbye to Chris and left their rental car near Pike Place
Market so they could explore the area on their own. It seemed a
romantic way to spend their last night in Seattle.

They had already taken their picture at the
Market Theater Gum Wall and left their own chewy mementos
behind—something Stephanie had wanted to do since learning about
the Wall from a Jennifer Aniston movie. Josh had no clue what the
movie was about, but he thought her idea was cute, so he was happy
to go; then again, when Josh looked into Stephanie’s green eyes, he
thought anything she did was cute. Josh had, in fact, found the
Wall pretty cool, although he was kind of grossed out by its
gum-festooned bricks. It wasn’t just blobs of gum, although there
was a lot of that: people left wads of gum with coins, words made
from gum and even little gum faces and sculptures.

After visiting the Gum Wall, they’d wandered
a bit more and found a place where they did some wine tasting, then
a restaurant that served an excellent seafood dinner. After dinner,
they had checked out a couple of nearby pubs. Finally, after hours
of exploring graffiti-filled alleyways, great food and good drinks,
they were feeling relaxed, content and, well, horny. Josh realized
that no one else was in the dark alley they’d just entered, and he
gently pulled Stephanie into an alcove formed by short steps
leading to a locked business.

His hands on Stephanie’s slender hips, Josh
gently nuzzled her neck, inhaling the floral scent of her
perfume.

“Why, sir, I am not that kind of girl,” she
whispered teasingly as her hand rested against his stubbled
cheek.

“Actually, I have it on good authority that
you are that kind of girl,” Josh chuckled as he drew back to look
at her face and brushed a strand of her strawberry blonde hair
aside. Stephanie promptly punched him in the chest in mock protest,
a little “huff” issuing from her coral-painted lips.

“I’m sorry,” he said, his blue eyes
sparkling, “would you like me to stop?”

“Oh, shut up and come closer,” she
whispered, drawing his lips once more to hers. As they held one
another, a figure watched them from the shadows, its ardor growing
also. But it was not out of a sense of voyeurism or lust that this
creature watched them so intently. It watched out of a much more
basic desire...raw hunger.

. . . .

A long sticky line of drool slipped
unnoticed from the watcher’s leathery lips, landing on the matted,
filth-encrusted fur on the back of its stubby hand—or, more
accurately, its paw. The kobold watched from the shadows as the
humans pushed against one another and made small sounds of
pleasure. Despite the distance, its watery yellow eyes saw them
clearly. It could tell the humans were young, while its acute sense
of smell informed it that they were also healthy–good meat.

The kobold felt the twist and gurgle of
hunger deep in its gut, a feeling that had become all too common
since it had arrived in this world with its pack mates so many
years before. It had been a young pup when the Elders had received
the summons from a great being to journey from their home to this
world. They had been promised power and a world full of meat—slow
stupid meat that would easily fall to them. And when the Elders had
sensed the entity’s terrible power, its dark and twisted nature,
they had readily agreed, as much from the fear of refusing it as
the promise of an endless supply of delicious meat. With
trepidation but also hope, the kobolds had passed through the
portal from the home-place to the new meat-place.

At first the creature, the Ackerman, had
more than kept its promises: these humans indeed proved to be slow
and stupid, and they fell easily to the kobolds and to the other
races that the Ackerman had called to conquer this world. Those
were days of rending, warm flowing blood and full bellies. The
kobold recalled how it thought it might burst from the quantity of
meat it had consumed. The Elders said in the stories of the
past-days that the packs had once walked this world—but even then
the flesh had not been as abundant as it was in the days of the
arrival.

There were many other races vying for the
Ackerman’s favor at that time. While the kobolds were seen as
lesser than most of them, this was of little concern with so much
food and space to roam. At that time, not much conflict occurred
among the forces brought to this place by the new lord. But it had
fallen apart so quickly. There was another who had proved greater
than the Ackerman. Later, the pup learned, from hushed voices, its
name: the Child of Shadows. It was the Child who had killed the new
Master and closed the portal to the home-place. It was the Child
who had slaughtered most of the Elders and blasted the forces
brought by the Ackerman to this place, this—the kobold knew the
word now—this place of humans, this “city.” The pack quickly
discovered that without the protection of the Ackerman they were
vulnerable to the other races as they all fought for survival. And
even as they attempted to coexist with the other races of power in
this place, the kobolds discovered that some humans did in fact
have power; they were not all “easy meat.” There were humans who
were aware of the “hidden ways,” humans who could shape with
their minds and with words, humans with power who were capable of
hunting the kobolds and other beings brought to this city by the
failed Master. And hunt they had.

Now the packs were broken, the Elders mostly
dead, and the kobolds relegated to roaming the city in small
secretive groups. They had been forced to adapt or suffer
extinction. Like the prey in their once-home, the predators had
learned to blend into their surroundings. The kobolds had become
skilled at hiding before the eyes of both prey and predators. They
chewed their sharp claws to stubs and pulled the mottled fur from
their muzzles and paws so that at a glance they might not stand
out. They bundled in discarded clothes and pulled hoods down over
their ever-bowed heads. Above all, they stayed in the shadows,
coming out late at night or during storms. Now they slunk about the
city and hunted only the sick and broken humans, those who would
not be noticed if they disappeared. The packs lived in the city’s
forgotten places: abandoned areas where the land met the water,
vacant structures, and old places deep within the city’s stinking
tunnels. They brought down meat that would not draw attention to
their existence, dragging their sick and old “secret meat” to their
pathetic dens and leaving behind no obvious remains.

How the kobold hated its new life in this
loud stinking place. It hated the expanses of hard ground that
stretched as far as it could see. It hated the tall buildings
teeming with forbidden meat that it could scent but not taste. Most
of all, it hated the constant noise of the human’s constructs,
their “machines”—another new word. So, so many machines, filling
the air with their endless noise. To the kobold’s sensitive
hearing, it was maddening and all but inescapable, except in the
deepest of tunnels where the humans sent their waste. Sadly, it
realized that it could barely recall the forests and ranges of its
past-home, the clean air and quiet of a world not buried beneath
senseless and endless noise. Even the pleasure of foraging freely
for meat was but a vague memory. Food had required work then, the
hunt, but it had been so much better than this miserable existence,
with the constant fear of the other races that now hunted in this
city as well as those humans who “saw” them for what they were.
There was even whispered talk that the Child had returned to hunt
in the city once more. But the kobold knew better than to jump at
things in the shadows.

Lost in its musings, the kobold had
unconsciously padded on its dirty bare feet from the darkness of
its alcove and approached more closely to the pair. It was now
crouched behind one of the large metal containers where the humans
discarded their waste, in which the kobolds were often forced to
feed. This last thought hardened the kobold‘s resolve. It wanted
the pleasure of a kill for fresh, healthy meat. No more sick meat,
no more refuse. The rest of his pack was far from here, both by
sound and scent. They need not know if it disobeyed the rules for
hunting in the city. The kobold could easily clear the distance
from its position to the humans. They were immersed in their
pre-mating rituals; it could attack before they even realized it
was there. Kill the bigger one first, the male. Render the smaller,
the female, unconscious next. It could feed on the choice pieces of
the male and then take the female somewhere distant. Somewhere it
could mate with her and then later feed from her too. So simple, so
easy, the way it should be. The hunt of its youth could be in this
city too!

The kobold rose up and prepared to sprint
the distance. But just as it was about to dart around the large
metal container, two pale blue-veined hands reached silently from
behind it. With the strength of a vise, they pressed on either side
of the kobold’s head, covering its eyes, stifling its blunt-muzzled
mouth. Then, with no apparent exertion, those black-taloned hands
lifted the kobold from the pavement and came together with a nearly
silent “crack,” crushing the kobold’s skull like an egg. Blood and
pinkish-grey material slowly oozed out between the stranger’s hands
to drip down the kobold’s dangling corpse as the life left its
twitching body.

“Bad doggie,” the stranger quietly
admonished the dangling corpse as he effortlessly carried the body
back into the darkened alcove where he had been hiding.

The stranger waited for the couple to stop
making out and move on. After he was certain no one else was
around, the tall slender man retrieved the corpse of the kobold,
carried it to the dumpster and tossed it in amid the garbage. His
movements were precise, efficient and as silent as death. Then the
dark-haired man removed a small clear spray bottle from a side
pocket of his long brown coat. He sprayed a purple liquid on the
kobold’s body. As the liquid struck the creature’s cooling flesh,
it quickly consumed the corpse until only an unidentifiable sludge
remained. Next, the man sprayed the place where he had killed the
kobold and finally where the body had lain in the alcove. Soon the
blood and tissue remnants dissolved into less conspicuous blackish
grime.

“Well, that gets rid of one more of
Seattle’s predators,” Jordan Hanson, Child of Shadows, muttered as
he continued his nightly patrol.


 Chapter
Two

A few hours later, having encountered one
puking drunk, a couple having intercourse on the hood of a car, and
a pissed-off territorial cat but no more supernatural creatures,
Jordan decided to wind his way back home. It appeared that for
tonight’s patrol the kobold would be his only kill.

Patrol. Jordan considered the word
with a wry smile as he meandered through now-familiar back alleys.
The idea of patrolling the city made him feel like he should have
web shooters or a batarang—at the very least a mask of some sort
(he softly chuckled at the last); nevertheless, that was exactly
what he’d been doing since he and Jenna had returned to Seattle
last March. Every night, he used his preternatural senses to search
for the things that did not belong. Able to move in almost complete
silence, Jordan navigated the city hoping to keep people safe from
the things that went bump in the night—things that most people had
no idea existed. And in this case, what you didn’t know really
could kill you, he mused. Usually dressed in worn jeans, dark
boots, a nondescript t-shirt and his old brown duster, Jordan
blended with the night and shadows. A rather lackluster superhero
costume, all things considered, but then again he didn’t really
want to stand out to the things he hunted.

Not all the creatures that roamed Seattle
since the dimensional breaches five years before were a threat.
Some of the supernaturals were just trying to remain hidden and
survive without harming anyone; Jordan left those alone. But the
more deadly ones, the things that considered humans prey, the
demons, he killed without remorse. His was a very different life—or
un-life—from the one he had known the last time he’d lived in
Seattle.

Cutting through a narrow alley, Jordan
recalled far too vividly the events of five years ago and how they
had led to his current lifestyle.

The beginning in his case had also been an
ending: the catalyst was his death. Jordan had been killed in the
lobby of a bank only a few miles from the streets and alleyways he
now protected. A nut-job had shot him twice. One bullet had pierced
his heart and another his brain. Then things got worse—much, much
worse.

Jordan’s life had been torn away, his soul
and consciousness dumped into the essence of an immortal
world-devouring entity known as the Mondragoran. Unbeknownst to
him, Jordan had been created to be their key to accessing the
portals—pan-dimensional doorways that had kept them from the Earth
for eons. His parents, killed when he was four, had been the chief
adepts of the Mondragoran, a collective consciousness with god-like
powers. Through a series of foul and evil rituals, they had
conceived Jordan to be the ultimate tool, the perfect weapon for
the conquest of Earth.

Jordan paused below an overhang. His
enhanced vision had spied a cluster of basketball-shaped objects
that looked like large wads of garbage tucked deep in the eaves
several stories above. He jumped easily from the alley, landing
quietly on the fire escape. From there he sprang from one narrow
window ledge to the next until he reached the cluster of mud and
paper spheres. He leaped from the last windowsill to grasp the edge
of the roof, where he dangled effortlessly by his left hand as he
inspected the objects more closely. As he suspected—fairy nests,
but long empty. They were constructed of paper, cloth and garbage
and held together by some secretion excreted by the fairies (Jordan
did not want to know from what orifice). He began the laborious
process of tearing the nests from the eaves. It was like breaking
apart cement: doable with his strength but awkward from his
suspended position.

Lately, the little buggers were popping up
more frequently around the city. Jenna had come across them before,
when the creatures had returned to the world after the
Mondragoran’s high priest, Lord Ackerman, had opened countless
sealed portals that connected Earth to other realms. It had not
been a pleasant encounter and she particularly loathed them. Jordan
had since encountered the creatures many times. The more he learned
about them, the less he liked them.

On the surface, they were downright
adorable, standing just a few inches tall with slender forms that
looked as though they’d been randomly splattered with paint. Their
upper bodies gave the appearance of having budding breasts, so they
all appeared somewhat feminine, but beyond that they had no other
obvious sex characteristics. They had little hair on their bodies
with the exception of their heads, which were tufted with a fine
down that sometimes ran the length of their spines, ending in a
colorful clump at the tips of their prehensile tails. With their
rainbow-colored, iridescent wings, some like a butterfly’s and
others more like dragonfly wings, they resembled the critters from
many a children’s book.

If studied more closely, however, one would
notice the sheen of the carapace that covered their bodies rather
than actual flesh, the composite eyes, the fishhook claws, and the
needle-like teeth—and then they seemed far less cute. These
otherworldly creatures were anything but friendly or sweet. They
were, in fact, highly aggressive, hard to kill, and reacted more
like vindictive wasps than the gentle beings described in stories.
Possessed of a rudimentary animal intelligence and hive-like mind,
they hunted in small swarms and viciously overwhelmed their prey.
Luckily, unless directed by a higher consciousness, like a demon or
sorcerer, the creatures avoided humans and tended to hunt small
animals. They did quite well surviving on the city’s pigeons and
doves, and occasionally the unlucky cat or small dog. But in the
last few months, Jordan had read several stories online of small
children claiming to have been attacked by evil fairies. The cases
had been attributed to mass hysteria, but Jordan knew better. After
reading about a child who had almost died when she was chased into
traffic and another who’d lost his eye, Jordan went out of his way
to exterminate the little bastards wherever he discovered them.

Jordan pulled the last remnants of the nests
from the eaves and dropped down to the ground. Once on the floor of
the alley, he gathered the debris and tossed it into a nearby
dumpster. Jordan didn’t give any thought to how easily he’d climbed
up the side of the building or that he’d jumped several stories to
land unharmed on the hard pavement. Over the years, he had become
accustomed to his enhanced abilities. He was, after all, the
product of gods—mad gods, but gods nonetheless.

Jordan continued his circuitous route home
as his mind wandered through the past.

Under the guidance of the Mondragoran and
their acolytes, Jordan’s body had been specially designed so that
upon his death his essence—his soul and consciousness—could be
rewritten on a primal level. After his essence had been irrevocably
altered, it was returned to his former body. Once reunited with his
corpse, it had triggered genetic changes that resulted in a
complete rewriting of his DNA. The new essence, combined with the
genetically altered body, would have allowed him to command the
terrible world-shattering powers of the Mondragoran.

Jordan was to be the greatest of their
creations, their Child of Shadows, and the price for this vast
power was simple: all he had to do was sacrifice the tattered
remnants of humanity. If he had become their unquestioning
supernatural bitch, he would have been a dark god on Earth. The
only god left on Earth.

It all would have been very simple had
Jordan agreed to the Mondragoran’s demands. But despite his
despair, his utter hopelessness as they raped his mind and soul,
Jordan had refused them. In the end, that rejection, as futile as
it had seemed at the time, had become his salvation. In the dark
soul-consuming essence of the Mondragoran, Jordan had discovered he
was not alone. A voice had led him out of their awful being and
helped him to escape.

He’d fled from the Mondragoran collective
with his ravaged and contaminated soul. His essence returned to his
body, but his mind was broken, and he did not know who he was at
the time. He’d regained awareness in a morgue, his body by then
recreated in the form of a powerful undead creature known as a
revenant—an immortal creature with tremendous strength,
life-leaching abilities and the capacity to channel mystical
energies, including the unique energies of the Mondragoran
collective. Jordan had eventually regained his memories, but his
life—or death, as it were—had become an endless battle for
survival.

Jordan’s girlfriend at the time, Elizabeth,
had turned against him and joined forces with Lord Ackerman.
Ackerman had transformed Elizabeth into a form of revenant and,
with the support of his inner circle of elite killers, the Children
of the Shadows, had attempted to capture Jordan and force him to
break the Foundations, the magical wards that had denied the
Mondragoran access to the portals leading to Earth. Elizabeth and
Ackerman’s followers had pursued Jordan throughout Seattle and
eventually to Oregon.

For Jordan, it had been a journey of
revelations, new friendships and a trail of bodies—too many bodies,
both guilty and innocent. Jordan didn’t know it at the time, but
through the machinations of god-like beings who opposed the
Mondragoran, events in his life had been orchestrated so he would
encounter people who could aid him. Free will, however, dictated
that Jordan and the others had to choose of their own accord to
unite and resist the evil of the world-destroyers.

Jordan had discovered that his boss Paul
Dugan, mild-mannered bookstore owner, was in fact a sort of
supernatural hunter and was friends with one of the greatest
immortals in history: the alchemist Comte de St.-Germain, who now
went by the name Darien Schoening. They had supported Jordan after
he’d first come into his powers, but he’d soon learned they had not
been the first to help him. Later, thinking that Dugan and Darien
had been killed in a battle against one of Ackerman’s Children and
a demon, Jordan had fled to Oregon, to his cousin Maggie’s
house.

Returning to his childhood home and the
woman who had raised him, Jordan had learned that his “cousin” was
in fact a white witch; she had been the voice that had psychically
assisted his escape from the Mondragoran when they’d first consumed
his essence. Maggie had been part of a coven called the Order of
the Crystal Prism—an order that had attempted to kill Jordan and
his parents before he could be indoctrinated by the Mondragoran.
Maggie, who could not accept the killing of an innocent, had
refused to support the attack, instead using her own mystical
energies to shield Jordan from the Order’s spell. The spell had
successfully killed his parents, but thanks to Maggie, Jordan
himself had been spared. Linked to him through her spell, Maggie
had located Jordan and, under the pretense of being his only living
relative (and a minor glamour), she had removed him from the
California shelter and brought him to her cabin in Oregon to raise
him herself. Maggie had believed that if she raised Jordan in a
loving, nurturing environment, she could protect him from the
darkness as long as he lived. It had never occurred to her that the
Mondragoran required Jordan’s death more than they required his
life.

Close to home, Jordan stopped at his usual
Starbucks to grab a quick coffee before it closed. Caffeine no
longer had any effect on his metabolism, but he still enjoyed the
flavor. Standing in line, he recalled how bloody events had turned
after he’d returned to Maggie’s.

Even after Jordan had become the
Mondragoran’s Child of Shadows, Maggie and her two students, Jenna
and Tobias, had helped him. He’d spent a week there, recovering
from his initial encounters with the Mondragoran and Lord
Ackerman’s followers, but quickly discovered that no one could
truly protect him from the evil that pursued him. Ackerman’s
followers, his Children, had located Jordan with the help of
Elizabeth. In the ensuing attack, Tobias was brutally murdered and
Maggie was badly injured. Something in Jordan had awoken then,
something dark and terrible, something truly and genuinely
evil.

Jordan paid the redheaded barista for his
coffee; her name was Becky, and he’d come in so often that she knew
to have a grande dark roast ready for him. He dumped six packets of
sugar into the cup and walked back outside into a much chillier
night. He relished the fact that he could actually feel the cool
breeze on his skin, something denied him when he had first become
the Child of Shadows. He sipped his dark and ridiculously sweet
coffee as he continued home.

Within Jordan’s soul there had remained a
fragment of the Mondragoran collective—what Jordan referred to as
the true Child of Shadows—a piece that was self-aware and knew all
too well how to handle the powers of the Mondragoran. Seeing Tobias
dead and Maggie possibly dying, Jordan had given himself freely to
the darkness…and it had transformed him. He had become the vessel
of destruction that the Mondragoran had forged him to be.

Jordan had easily destroyed Ackerman’s
acolyte and her pet demon. Then, using their stolen memories, he’d
opened his own portal and transported himself to Ackerman’s mansion
and citadel of power in England. He’d lost count of how many of
Ackerman’s followers he had killed that night but was fairly
certain it was in the dozens. With the aid of the parasitic entity
within his soul, Jordan had utterly annihilated Ackerman’s most
precious place and the unholy treasures within.

But the repercussions of his thoughtless
rampage had been far greater than he could have imagined at the
time. Jordan had found himself in a constant tug of war between his
own consciousness and that of the Child of Shadows, each vying for
control of the same body. Then, upon returning to Maggie’s after
destroying Ackerman’s citadel, Jordan had discovered that, in a
desperate “winner take all” move, Ackerman had been infused with
massive quantities of Mondragoran energies. The energies would, in
time, destroy him, but not before he completed a grand enchantment
with the hope of breaking the Foundations that blocked the
Mondragoran’s access to the world. At the very least, as Ackerman
shattered the locks on countless lesser portals, releasing all
types of demons and creatures sealed away long ago, the win or lose
gambit would have resulted in the destruction of Seattle and the
deaths of millions.

Jordan, accompanied by Jenna, had returned
to Seattle, where they’d discovered that Dugan and Darien had
survived. Together, the four of them (five, really, with Maggie’s
consciousness piggybacking via a mystical link with Jenna) had led
a direct assault against Ackerman and his hiding place deep under
the city. It had been a soul-scarring battle, and each of them had
come too close to death, but they had succeeded in the end. Jordan
had personally killed Lord Ackerman by effectively siccing the
Child of Shadows upon Ackerman’s consciousness, then dispersing
their joined essences across time and space for all eternity, never
truly dead but incapable of affecting reality in any way—an
eternity of impotence. Then, using tricks Jordan had learned from
the Child of Shadows when it had resided within him, Jordan had
destroyed the Mondragoran collective from within. Together, he and
his friends had killed an entity that had been responsible for the
destruction of worlds and universes.

Jordan arrived home and finished his coffee
as he stared up at the quiet building. He sensed Jenna’s life
energies as she moved about within. It brought him peace to know
she was there...to know she was his. From a nightmare without hope,
he had been given a second chance to live and love.

After the battle, Darien had explained to
Jordan that the Earth was in a unique position, literally. It was
like a great pan-dimensional hub linking countless realities, a
nexus to realms beyond imagining. In the past, it had literally
tens of thousands of junctures where it could be accessed by other
realities, but over eons the vast majority of those portals had
been sealed, either by the tinkering of the beings opposing the
Mondragoran or by humanity itself. These closures greatly limited
the mystical power available in the world, and also denied many
creatures of legend admittance to the Earth. But in his final
attack, Ackerman’s spell had permanently sundered or weakened the
seals on thousands of the portals across the world, especially
within and surrounding Seattle. Consequently, the Earth had been
inundated with more mystical power than at any time in human
history, and more creatures had access to it than ever before.

Darien was certain that not every creature
that entered the world would be evil, even though Ackerman had
initially focused on drawing such beings to Earth. There were
plenty of entities that could be considered representatives of the
light, or that were at least neutral in their attitudes toward
humanity. But in any event, people would soon realize that things
were not the same. Darien had explained that, although there were
plenty of occult organizations and groups around the world that
would attempt to hide the truth and keep a lid on things (hell,
that was exactly what Jordan did with his patrols), in time it
would become obvious that this world no longer belonged to man.

It had been five years ago when Darien had
made that statement. Judging by what Jordan had been seeing on the
internet and splashed on tabloid covers, it was becoming harder for
people to hide their heads in the sand. Jordan’s biggest concern
was simple: when people discovered that magic really existed and
that demons, kobolds, goblins, fairies, and God knew how many other
creatures walked among them, would they cope? Or would they just go
bug-shit nuts?

Jordan sighed deeply. He’d already saved the
world once. All he could do now was help out the best he could and
live his life. He smiled as he opened the side door to what he
called home: Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books. At least he had a life,
or an un-life, and someone to share it with.


Chapter Three

Run completed. Distance six point four
miles. Estimated caloric burn 522 calories. End run? a voice
that was a cross between a sexy British woman and Hal 9000
pleasantly enquired of Mallory Thompson as she approached her
apartment building at a fast jog. She was so intent on pressing
“yes” on the screen of her phone, safely secured in its armband,
that she scarcely noticed the small wizened man hunched at the
entrance to her tenement and forlornly peering at the combination
card/keypad lock.

“Oh,” is all the young woman had time to
utter as she pulled up short to avoid running directly into the
poor fellow and smashing him into the heavy steel and glass lattice
doors. He turned and peered up at her through comically large
glasses with dark plastic frames. He reminded her of a startled owl
from an internet meme.

Just shy of six feet tall, Mallory was used
to people peering up at her—but this bald little dude was barely
making it to boob level, she realized, as she stared into
surprisingly clear blue eyes buried behind thick lenses. Looking
down at him, she saw a gentle face heavily wrinkled and covered
with a constellation’s worth of freckles and liver spots spiraling
across his features. The skin on his cheeks and neck hung so
dramatically that it brought to mind a Shar-Pei that one of her
past boyfriends had owned: downright adorable in a fugly kind of
way. Wiry, bushy grey eyebrows rose up in surprise as he
acknowledged her presence, followed by a big grin that blossomed
across his face. His pleasant smile revealed two rows of
perfectly-shaped, blindingly white teeth that any model would be
proud to own. Go dentures, she quietly chuckled in her
mind.

“Hello,” he said, in a genial voice. The
accent sounded European but she couldn’t quite place it. Maybe a
hint of Italian?

“Do you need to get in?” she asked
politely.

“Yes, please,” he responded, scratching his
cheek while he looked directly into her eyes. Quite a feat, she
thought absently, considering his face was inches from her sweating
38C’s firmly holstered in her black jogging bra. Then again, he
looked pretty old, and surely not every guy had to automatically
zero in on a girl’s “assets.”

“Here, let me,” she said, reaching past him
to enter the five-digit code to open the doors. A waft of strong
cologne hit her as she reached across him, not unpleasant but
unlike anything she had ever smelled on a man. A short buzz
followed by a click, and she pushed on one of doors before the lock
reengaged.

“Oh, thank you,” he said, deftly bending
down to pick up a weather-beaten leather suitcase that looked about
half his size and would have made a great prop for a 1920’s
movie.

“Can I help you with that?” Mallory asked,
eyeing the suitcase as she brushed past to open the door.

“No, thank you,” he responded. “I am used to
carrying it.” Despite the size of the luggage, the elderly
gentleman did not seem to have much trouble moving it. It must not
have much in it, Mallory thought.

“Okay, come on in then,” she said, leading
him toward the elevator at the end of the hall.

“I’m on the fourth; what floor do you need?”
she asked as they entered the elevator.

“Oh, that will do, thank you.” He set his
suitcase down on the floor and sat on it. While the elevator began
its short ascent, he brushed absentmindedly at his brown tweed vest
and pulled on the sleeves of the white buttoned shirt he wore
beneath it. What a cute little OCD gnome, Mallory thought as
the doors opened to her floor.

As they exited the elevator, the little man
picked up his suitcase but then stumbled for a moment. “Oh, dear,”
he said, “I suddenly feel quite dizzy.” He stopped, head down,
staring at his suitcase with a bewildered look.

“Oh, no,” Mallory exclaimed, worried for the
little guy. “Hey, my apartment is right here,” she said, gesturing
to the nearby door. “Why don’t you come in for a moment?”

“Oh yes.” His voice brightened. “That might
be a good idea.”

As he picked up his suitcase, Mallory
quickly opened the door to her apartment and ushered him in.
Automatically, she locked the door and slid the chain after he
entered. Then she led him to the kitchen. “Would you like some
water?” she asked, flipping on the lights in the kitchen and the
adjoining living room.

“Yes, that would be nice.” He sat down on
one of the metal stools in front of the white tiled island in the
middle of the kitchen, and set his suitcase on the floor beside
him.

Grabbing a glass from the cabinet, Mallory
quickly filled it from the fridge and brought it to him as she took
the seat across the island.

“Wow, I’m being rude,” she commented as he
drank. ”I didn’t even introduce myself. I’m Mallory.” She extended
her hand to shake his.

The little old man set the now empty glass
down and smiled at her as he wiped the corner of his mouth with his
sleeve. “Oh, someone as kind as you could never be rude. I should
have introduced myself too. I’m Gerard, Gerard Almagest.” He
reached across to shake her hand and Mallory thought she noticed
the hint of black curved lines peeking at the edge of his shirt
cuff. Tattoo?

“A pleasure,” she responded. His hand seemed
oddly dry, like sandpaper. For a moment the image of snakes
slithering across desert sands crossed her mind. The disconcerting
image disturbed her greatly and Mallory immediately found herself
wiping her hand against her jogging shorts. Suddenly, something
deep in the back of her mind told her she did not want this man in
her apartment. She wanted him gone—now.

“Um, so, are you feeling better?” she asked
nervously, taking his glass and placing it in the kitchen sink
behind her.

“Oh, yes, much better, thank you.” As she
turned back around, Mallory noticed Mr. Almagest playing with a
pendant at his shirt collar. He rolled it smoothly back and forth
between his forefinger and thumb, and it sparkled as it caught the
glare from the lights above. She suddenly found herself fixated on
the piece of jewelry…what did it look like? “Please, remain
seated,” Mr. Almagest asked. Gems or crystal, and something with
shimmering silver, Mallory thought as she found herself
focusing on the pendant. Her sudden anxiety disappeared almost as
quickly as it had started.

“So who are you here to see?” she heard
herself ask, but her voice seemed oddly distant.

“Oh, no one in particular,” Mr. Almagest
answered.

“What? You were outside, waiting to get in;
aren’t you visiting someone here?”

“No,” he said, spinning the pendant between
his fingers. “This is my first time here.”

Click. The tumblers turned in
Mallory’s subconscious, and a frightened voice in her soul screamed
to run…but it was too late. She reached for the phone on her
armband. It seemed so far away.

Mr. Almagest released the pendant as he
removed his glasses, folded them, and slipped them into his vest
pocket. “No, my dear, I think that would not be a good idea right
now. Please place your hands in your lap and do no move them unless
I ask otherwise,” Mr. Almagest requested pleasantly, as he slid
from his seat and slowly walked toward her. To her horror, Mallory
found herself obeying him without question or hesitation.

Confused, she heard her voice ask, “Why are
you here then?”

He stood beside her now, his eyes level with
hers as she remained seated…because he asked her to. As she looked
into his eyes, she noted the scent of his cologne again. It brought
to mind exotic spices, honey and oils, salt…time, endless time. A
single tear ran down Mallory’s cheek.

“I’m actually here for someone like you,
someone young and full of life,” Mr. Almagest replied calmly as he
twisted the shining metal and glass pendant free from the chain at
his throat and gently rested it on her chest above her breasts.
“Please continue to remain seated and make no attempt to move your
body in any way,” he asked softly. Mallory knew she could do
nothing else but what he requested. She could feel her heart
beating against her chest like a frightened bird in a cage, but she
couldn’t fly away. Why? Because Mr. Almagest had said not to
move.

She could feel warmth begin to flower in her
chest as Mr. Almagest spoke. “It’s nothing personal, really. It
could have been anyone—well, anyone young that is,” he chuckled.
“But in your case, it was first come, first served. Oh dear, I
think I’ve made a pun. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt…much.”

Mallory heard herself emit a small choking
noise. Mr. Almagest gently laid a dry finger across her lips.
“Shush.”

Mallory felt a tugging motion from the
center of her being, a pinched, constricted sensation that began in
her chest but gradually spread throughout her whole body. It felt
as though her insides were being drawn further inward with each
gentle pulsation. All the tension and pressure seemed to be
directed toward one point in her chest…toward the warm metal and
glass object nestled just above her breasts. The sensation of being
wound tight intensified; it now felt like she was being squeezed by
giant hands from both the inside and the outside. At first it was
only uncomfortable, but quickly it began to hurt—oh God, how it
hurt. In her mind’s eye she saw herself being wrung dry. Mallory
started to scream.

“Please, make no further sounds,” Mr.
Almagest immediately requested. And so Mallory made no more sounds
as her life force was drawn from her body through the pendant and
into Mr. Almagest’s being. As she watched the flesh of his face
began to tighten, the wattled skin receded, and the freckles and
liver spots disappeared to reveal clear youthful skin. His eyebrows
darkened, and thick, curly black hair sprouted from his bald pate
and cascaded down to his shoulders. In the distance, Mallory heard
her desiccated tissues crackle, as the very essence of herself was
drawn in all totality into the body of Gerard Almagest. Only after
her eyes had sunk into the dried husk of her body, when she sat in
the form of a withered mummy at the stool in her kitchen, her
fingers and toes curled into twisted hooks—only after that did her
heart actually stop.

“Excellent,” Gerard Almagest whispered,
reattaching the pendant to the clasp on the chain at his throat. He
extended his arms above his head, clasped his hands together, and
sighed contentedly as he stretched his now-muscled youthful frame
toward the ceiling.

Mr. Almagest reached down and picked up his
suitcase, placed it on the kitchen island, and popped the locks
with a flick of his thumbs. The suitcase’s contents were a curious
selection of objects: a package of latex gloves, a folded plastic
tarp, a small hacksaw, a handheld vacuum, a bundle of white cloths,
a bottle of spray bleach and some garbage bags. Mr. Almagest pulled
on a pair of gloves and then, with a practiced hand, unrolled and
spread the plastic tarp on the floor. Next he carefully lifted
Mallory’s desiccated corpse from the stool—a job made easy due to
his rejuvenated state and the fact that her body was now missing
over 70 percent of its mass and weighed very little. Quickly, he
stripped the body of its meager attire. With minimal effort, he cut
it down with the hacksaw to manageable portions, which he then
placed in several separate garbage bags. He placed the sealed bags
into the suitcase, followed by the tarp, neatly folded in on
itself. Mr. Almagest then vacuumed the floor and wiped the kitchen
floor, counter and stools with bleach-soaked cloths. Finally, all
the remaining objects and materials were returned to the
suitcase.

Still wearing the latex gloves, Mr. Almagest
set Mallory’s armband with the phone on the counter. Absently, he
noted the glowing orange request to End Run, and pressed
yes. He turned off the lights and closed the door as he
excused himself from the apartment. After exiting the building, he
pulled off the gloves and slipped them into a vest pocket. Good
for another few months, he thought as he strolled into the
night, suitcase in hand.


Chapter Four

Jordan walked up the steps to the back door
of the bookstore. He looked up at the five frosted semicircular
windows that ran the length of the top floor. A soft golden glow
radiated from them as a savory aroma drifted down. Jordan smiled
again as he smelled the late-night dinner that Jenna had waiting
for him: one of his favorites, spaghetti with a spicy garlic and
sausage sauce and fresh bread, probably accompanied by a good
bottle of red wine.

He stopped at the break room door and
entered the code on the security pad mounted into the red brick
wall, temporarily disabling the downstairs alarms. Crossing the
threshold, he felt a momentary shiver as the protective ward that
encompassed the store acknowledged his essence. The intensity of
the spell’s reaction depended upon the type of being attempting to
breach the ward and its emotional state. What to him was a tickle,
a brush of energy across his mystical awareness, could range
anywhere from fear and nausea to a painful, even fatal, psychic
attack upon any unwelcome supernatural.

This “impedire” ward was just one of several
defensive spells that Darien and Jenna had mystically burned into
the very bricks and foundation of the old three-story building.
Since then, Jenna had periodically reinforced the wards and further
imbued the building with her own energies. It had essentially
become a magical storage battery, filled with energy upon which the
various defensive wards could draw. Predicated on what Darien
described as “if-then spells,” the wards were pseudo-aware and,
when activated, would draw power as needed. While the wards made
Jordan feel better when he left Jenna alone at night, their primary
purpose was to secure the powerful items contained in the library
on the third floor.

To date, nothing had actually tested the
defenses within Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books. Jordan wanted to keep
it that way for as long as possible.

He bolted the heavily-reinforced security
door and reactivated the alarm system. As he hung his duster on the
black iron coat stand near the door, it dawned on him that, despite
the extensive renovations, they had done almost nothing to this
room—with the exception of adding the security door and wiring it
into the alarm system.

The slightly rusted radiator still labored
in the corner of the room. The heavily-upholstered reclining chair
(now with added duct tape to contain the escaping padding)
languished beside it. And Dugan’s awful lime green sofa, behind the
ever-abused “stressed” wood coffee table, remained the focal point
of the small rectangular room. It wasn’t really a nice room to take
a break in.

Then again, it didn’t really matter, Jordan
thought as he exited through another door into the main store. He
and Jenna never spent any time in the break room, and there were no
other employees. In fact, when Jordan and Jenna had agreed to
return to Seattle months back, it had been decided that there would
never again be any “regular” employees for the store. Given the
things they encountered, working here could prove deadly to someone
unaware of the supernatural world. This had been the case for a
former employee years ago; Jordan and Dugan still felt her death
could have been avoided if they’d been more careful.

Regular employees were pointless in any
event, as the store’s hours of operation were dependent upon
whatever supernatural situation Jordan and Jenna were dealing with
at that moment. Generally, it was open from ten to five a few days
each week, and those days were not specified in advance. The simple
reality was that Dugan’s was no longer a business meant to make
money but instead a front, a façade of normalcy to hide a greater
purpose. It was a place where Jordan could ready himself before his
hunts, and a repository where Dugan and Darien could send and store
magical books, items, and weapons as they traveled and attempted to
discover how the rest of the world was being impacted by the portal
breaches. Above all, it served as a watch post from which Jenna and
Jordan could monitor the ever-increasing supernatural activity in
Seattle.

Jordan didn’t really mind selling books, he
thought as he steered through the dark maze—clear as day with his
vision—of towering, floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with books. It
just seemed so mundane when he knew what really went on in the
world.

When Dugan and Darien had contacted him a
year ago and suggested the idea of reopening the store to serve as
a central command station, it had made sense. Both Jenna and Jordan
had reached a point where they needed to move on from Maggie’s.
Jenna had already learned everything that Maggie could teach her,
and Jordan’s abilities were mostly innate, so he’d quickly mastered
his skills.

In the beginning, it had been easy for them
to move to Maggie’s cabin after battling the Mondragoran. Perhaps
it had even been necessary, to give them the opportunity to rebuild
their lives. Maggie’s had been a safe haven and one that she’d
gladly shared—but, deep down, they knew they were hiding. They were
capable of so much more than just being Maggie’s students and
tending her gardens. But if they ventured into the “real” world
they would have to deal with all the things that were mostly hidden
from the average person.

Dugan and Darien had kept in contact with
them and frequently visited the cabin in between their journeys.
Using Darien’s vast fortune, accumulated through hundreds of years
of diverse investments and hidden accounts, the two of them had
taken it upon themselves to travel the world to discover what
changes had occurred after Ackerman had destroyed the seals on many
of the countless dimensional portals connected to the Earth. Over
the years, the two men had attempted to stabilize weakened seals,
close portals, and destroy the dangerous creatures that had already
entered this world. But it had become difficult for them to keep
track of everything. They needed someone they trusted completely to
help analyze the data they gathered, to store the objects of power
they ran across or took from creatures they destroyed, and, most
importantly, to keep an eye on Seattle.

Dugan had never intended to reopen the
store, especially after Sheila had been killed there, but he
couldn’t bring himself to sell it, either. With Darien’s help, he'd
mystically sealed the site and left it safe and secure while they
did their globetrotting. But now they had decided that, if Jordan
and Jenna would return to Seattle and become their watchers, the
store could be reopened. After discussing the proposal, Jenna and
Jordan had agreed that it was time to stop hiding and step back
into the supernatural world again.

Jordan, however, had pointed out that if
Dugan’s was going to be their “secret base,” it had to be real
enough to avoid suspicion. It would have to be better protected,
too, if they were going to be storing all kinds of mystical crap
there. Also, since having someone on site around the clock would be
the best protection, it had to be a home for Jenna and him. Dugan
and Darien had agreed, and they’d quickly set events into
motion.

For starters, they’d had the first floor
repainted, the wooden floors refinished, and more modern light
fixtures installed to brighten the otherwise gloomy aisles. The
front of the building was power-washed to erase the layers of black
grime that had accumulated over time, and the tripled-rowed windows
that lined the front of the store were cleaned so that you could
actually see into the building from the outside, a feat that Dugan
said had not been possible for decades. After the painting and
electrical improvements, they’d redesigned the first floor so that
it catered to more modern publications.

The store now had shelves devoted to
mainstream genres in fiction and non-fiction. Entire sections were
devoted to art, photography, cooking, gardening, horror, fantasy,
humor, mystery, and a plethora of other subjects—hell, they even
had a “teen paranormal romance” section. Jenna found that genre
questionable; she considered any literature that made supernatural
bloodsuckers seem safe to hang out with morally reprehensible.
Jordan had pointed out that she didn’t seem to mind hanging out
with him, but she’d countered that he wasn’t a bloodsucker.

By the time they were done, you could get
pretty much anything at Dugan’s that you could in a regular
bookstore. Outside and the inside, the building did not stand out
as anything unusual. No one could see the micro-surveillance
cameras monitoring all sides of the building, the roof, the outside
street and the back alley. And although there were intentionally
obvious security cameras on the first and second floors of the
store, there were many more cameras hidden, leaving no section of
the store free from observation. All the cameras could be viewed
either from screens artfully concealed beneath the sales counter or
from a surveillance area on the third floor where Jordan and Jenna
lived. Every window throughout the building had been replaced with
a bullet-resistant material incorporating a transparent ceramic,
which allowed them to be clear and thin but stronger than anything
on the conventional market. Top it all off with the most advanced
biometric security system with motion, infrared, and sonar
capabilities, and they had the best security available against
mortal intruders.

As he climbed the short, lacquered oak
“L”-shaped staircase leading to the second floor, Jordan was
reminded of what Dugan’s had been like when he’d first worked
there. Here on the second floor were the rough brick walls, the
less-than-ideal lighting, and the corridors of sometimes sagging,
overburdened shelves that, while appearing haphazard, were in fact
well-organized. It was on this level that the rare, the unique and
different, were still kept—stories and histories often forgotten
because they were no longer spoken or written. It was on this musty
floor that Jordan felt the “old times” from years before.

About half of this floor, not surprisingly,
was devoted to the occult. Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books had always
catered to this niche, and they’d decided to retain that aspect of
the business. Dugan came highly recommended as a resource for those
interested in the occult. They did not sell anything of real power
to the average person, and there were no genuine magical books or
objects on the second floor. But if someone knew what he was
looking for, he could find the true histories of magic and the
supernatural here: truths that had been buried by time and the
entertainment media.

Jordan wasn’t sure, with the advent of the
internet, if it even mattered whether they sold occult books
anymore; so many had already been scanned and uploaded to public
websites. You could more easily find a copy of The Lesser Keys
of Solomon, with its diagrams and seals for summoning and
binding spirits, on the net than in hard copy. But Darien had
explained that, while scanned books and manuscripts might give
insight to the arts, true books of power could not be transferred
electronically, because they contained the actual energies of the
practitioners. That was what gave such objects their power, not
just reading the words or reproducing the pictures.

This made a certain degree of sense to
Jordan—but he knew that The Anarchist’s Cookbook could be
found on the internet, too. It was also just a bunch of words
written a long time ago, and technically those words had no real
power…until you used them to build something really nasty. Then you
had power.

In a back corner of the second floor, tucked
away behind some empty bookcases, Jordan reached another heavy
metal security door. Due to a minor cantrip Jenna had placed in the
immediate area that basically repeated “there is nothing of
interest here, go away” on a subconscious level, non-magical
creatures were unlikely to wander this way. Jordan jokingly called
it her “these aren’t the droids you are looking for” spell. He was
shocked when Jenna said she had no clue what he meant; Jordan
insisted that they have a Star Wars marathon so she could become
fully versed in the ways of the Force.

The smooth metal door had no handle. It did,
however, have a square, dark glass panel set exactly in its center,
upon which Jordan now placed his hand. Only five people in the
world could open this door, with its identification system that
analyzed the unique pattern of veins in a person’s hand. His
heightened senses allowed him to hear the heavy bolts slide into
the steel-and-concrete-reinforced wall, and the door then opened
inward to reveal a short flight of steps. The delicious smell of
Italian food greeted him, as a warm glow from numerous candles
illuminated the top of the stairs.

“It took you long enough,” a young female
voice called down, pleasantly. “Get your butt up here. I’ve got
your favorites—and a nice Shiraz and raspberry cheesecake for
desert.”

“Oh, see how easily you capture me with your
magic,” Jordan laughed as he sprinted up to their loft, the
security door silently sealing shut behind him.


Chapter Five

“The table’s set—could you pour the wine
while I cut the bread?” Jenna asked, as Jordan walked into the
loft’s kitchen.

“Sure, just give me a sec to clean up,” he
responded, walking over to the sink behind her. He turned on one of
the oil-rubbed bronze faucets that protruded from the wall and
thoroughly scrubbed his hands with dish soap and a nailbrush while
Jenna mixed the sauce into the spaghetti.

“That smells great,” he commented. “I’ve
been drooling since I first smelled it downstairs."

“You’re sweet,” she said with a smile. “So
how was your evening? Did you run into any particular nasties?” She
scooped large portions of spaghetti onto two black-and-red
patterned plates, which she carried over to the glass-topped table
at the end of the kitchen.

“Nothing much,” he answered, drying his
hands with a dish towel that he tossed on the counter beside the
sink. He turned around to the pine-topped island and began to
uncork the bottle of wine. “It was pretty calm tonight. I caught a
kobold stalking a young couple down near Post Alley. I waited to
see if it was going to leave them alone, but when it decided to
jump them I stepped in.” As he poured the wine he continued, “They
never even knew I was there. I used Darien’s dead-flesh-dissolvo
spray to get rid of the corpse and the other, ah, remains.”

“Remains?” she asked, arching a delicate
blond eyebrow as she walked back and began slicing the loaf sitting
on the island. She looked pointedly at him with her cornflower-blue
eyes, then down at his hands, “You’d better make sure you scrub all
that kobold off,” she pointed the serrated bread knife toward his
chest, “before you touch me.”

He leaned over and kissed her lightly on the
lips. “I am completely kobold free,” he promised, taking two wine
glasses filled with Shiraz, along with the bottle, over to the
circular dining table.

He set the glasses and the bottle on the
table and sat down as she brought the still-steaming bread on a
cutting board and joined him.

“Oh, I found some old fairy nests but the
critters were long gone.” He spooned freshly-shaved parmesan from a
small glass bowl onto his spaghetti.

“Blech,” she said, shuddering slightly as
she raised her fork to her mouth. “I can’t stand those little
fuckers.”

“Yeah, I didn’t find any around but I kept
an eye out for them. Mmm, this is great,” he mumbled, his mouth
half-full.

“Thanks, I’m actually using oregano and
basil from the rooftop garden.”

“Yeah, it hasn’t taken long for things to
take off up there, has it?” he commented, taking a sip of wine.

“Nope, Maggie showed me how to apply power
to increase the growth and health in plants, so everything’s coming
along great.”

Jenna’s one request when they renovated the
building had been to have some sort of garden area. Maggie had used
farming and gardening as part of Jenna’s training; agriculture was
her tool for acquainting her students with the Earth, to help them
better see and feel the energies that coursed through it. Not to
mention Maggie lived in the middle of nowhere and it was a hell of
a lot easier to eat that way.

As it turned out, given the urban farming
trend spreading throughout the country, it hadn’t been terribly
difficult to accommodate Jenna’s desires. Darien in particular had
been eager to help; he felt that a rooftop garden would not only be
an excellent source of food but could supply components for basic
spells. It had been fairly easy to reinforce the roof, add a
watering system and have the perimeter walls raised to prevent
plants from blowing off during rough weather.

About a quarter of the roof was now covered
with moveable plates set in rows for growing vegetables. Next to
the vegetables, taking up another quarter of the roof, was a large
greenhouse that gave Jenna a place to grow an assortment of plants,
flowers and herbs as the weather grew colder. She’d already filled
it considerably in the past few months. There was even a special
section set aside for the spicy peppers that Darien liked so much.
The remaining half of the roof was covered in grey flagstone, with
dozens of pots filled with a variety of greenery spread about. At
the four corners of the building, in large planters, were various
fruit-bearing trees, and the sides of the walls were covered by an
array of hedges and vines. A circular stone fountain was roughly
centered in the flagstone portion, with comfortable curved benches
around it. Jordan often climbed the circular wrought iron stairwell
in the living room that led to the roof and sat with his coffee,
watching the stars fade away as the sun rose.

“So, other than kick-ass gardening, anything
else happen this afternoon?”

“Nothing terribly exciting. I had some idiot
come and ask what kind of coffee we had.”

“Um,” Jordan paused in his chewing, “we sell
books....”

“Yeah, that’s what I said, and then he said,
‘so what kind of coffee do you sell?’

“I politely explained that we were not a
Starbucks and that we did not sell coffee, just books. Then the guy
got all huffy and stalked out, mumbling how the other bookstores
sell coffee,” she laughed.

“The trials and tribulations of
bookkeepers,” Jordan chuckled as he spread butter onto a thick
slice of Jenna’s homemade bread. “So do you think we need to set up
an espresso machine to improve our cover?” he added with a wry
smile.

“No,” she said firmly, taking a sip of wine,
“I think not. Selling books part-time while keeping things from
eating the citizens of Seattle is fine with me, but playing barista
is not.”

“Fair enough,” he relented, finishing the
last of his pasta. “How’s that new spell of yours going? The one
where you were trying to—what was it—transform different magical
energies?”

“I’m making some headway. The problem is
finding a medium between one type of energy and another so that I
can get the transmogrification to stick and then remain stable. If
I can get the spell to work, it will have great applications. For
instance,” she gestured toward him with her fork, “if some
sorcerer, demon, or whatever casts a direct form of energy at me,
say an incendiary-type spell, instead of using my own power to
shield against or redirect the energy, I could change it into
something I could make use of.”

“Sounds like a great idea. Maybe you should
ask Darien about it next time he’s in town?” Jordan gathered their
empty plates and utensils and carried them to the sink.

“Actually, he should be here in a few
days.”

“So soon? Weren’t they just here a month or
ago?” Jordan washed the plates and set them in the drying rack.

“Yeah, but Darien sent a text today saying
that they’d closed the portals they were worried about near
Florence and were concerned about feedback they were picking up
from one of his warning wards near here.”

“Huh, I haven’t seen anything unusual,”
Jordan said, as Jenna cleared off the rest of the table and brought
the remaining bowls and glasses to the sink.

“I don’t know, maybe it’s more subtle, or
intermittent. Something new and different.” Jordan turned from the
sink, and Jenna wrapped her arms tightly around him. “Surprise,
welcome to a post-Mondragoran world.”

“Did he say if it was something to worry
about?” Jordan asked as he returned her hug, one hand absently
stroking her long blond braid.

“No, he didn’t.” Jenna gently pulled away
and walked over to the fridge. “But even though Darien tends to be
vague about things unless you really push him—”

“—and then he never shuts up,” Jordan
interrupted.

“Even so,” Jenna continued, “he didn’t say
anything about it being dangerous. His word was ‘unique’—but since
he couldn’t figure it out from the information he received from the
ward, he wanted to check it out in person. Nowadays unique can be
dangerous,” she added with a shrug as she reached into the fridge.
“He’ll text us when they’re back in Seattle,” she finished, turning
around with a large plate supporting a good-sized cheesecake
dripping with fresh glazed raspberries.

“Shit, girl, it’s a good thing I can burn up
calories at will,” he laughed, eyeing the cake, “because I know
you’d be making me fat, otherwise!”

She set the cake on the island.

“It’s just a little something I whipped
up...white chocolate cheesecake with a chocolate cookie crumb
crust,” she said with a grin, pulling out a long cake knife from a
drawer under the counter.

“God, that looks great.”

“Yep,” she agreed, setting a big piece on a
dessert plate. She handed it to Jordan and cut a slice for herself.
“And then,” she said with a wicked smile as she seductively took a
bite, “you can help me burn off these calories in a way that has
nothing to do with your supernatural abilities.”

“Oh, I promise I can help you with that,”
Jordan responded with a sparkle in his eye.

. . . .

With a gentle sigh, Lori awoke from a
dreamless sleep. She knew the routine now: stay calm, breathe
slowly and remember the pictures. With the soft quilt bunched
beneath her chin, she looked up at the hundreds of faintly glowing
stars she’d glued to her ceiling. Green, yellow, pink, blue, large
and small, they completely covered the ceiling of her bedroom.
She’d added to the patterns over the years, and the stars had now
begun to trickle down the walls in all sorts of arrangements. Most
of the constellations were of her making but some were from the
others…the Whispers.

Lori Winston didn’t dream anymore, but that
didn’t mean she didn’t see things when she slept. The images Lori
saw, however, were not dreams: they were something else entirely.
Often confusing and all too vivid, they showed people, places and
events that were unfamiliar to her. And as she’d grown older, Lori
had come to understand with a seriousness far beyond her nine years
that recalling what she saw when she slept was very important. The
things she saw when she closed her eyes at night always came
true—and soon.

Pieces were starting to emerge now, so she
pushed down the quilt and turned on the purple gooseneck lamp on
her nightstand. Quietly, so as not to wake her mother in the next
room, she padded over to her closet and slid the panel aside.
Kneeling, she pushed aside various toys and dolls and reached far
back into the closet until she found what she was looking for: an
old sticker-covered plastic lunchbox with colorful ponies on it.
She returned to her bed, placing the lunchbox near the footboard.
She pulled out a small drawing pad and a clear plastic container
with crayons and pencils from under her bed, then sat in the middle
of the bed with her legs crossed. Lori opened the art pad and chose
a charcoal pencil from the box. Patiently, she began to draw.

She knew to take her time, to let as much of
the picture out as she could. Once Lori had learned to draw the
things she saw, it had been easier to let the images go during the
day, no matter how scary they were. It was especially useful if she
let the Whispers help her; they would make sure some of the more
confusing pictures were accurate. And sometimes, when she struggled
with a vision, they would even guide her hand.

Lori wasn’t sure when she’d first stopped
dreaming, but it was probably when she was four—after what Mom
called the “abduction.” When she’d started having what the Whispers
later told her were visions, Lori had tried to keep all those
pictures bottled up in her mind, but that had not been a good
thing. The things she saw made her feel angry or sad inside, and
then she had problems at school and at home—big problems with lots
of yelling and tears. Mom had taken Lori to see doctors, but the
Whispers had warned her to be careful what she said or things could
get worse. They told her that most people would not believe the
truth, and if they tried too much to help they might accidentally
hurt her. She remembered long talks, lots of labels: she had ADD;
no, she had Oppositional Defiant Disorder; maybe she was Bipolar or
she was repressing memories from the abduction…and there had been
all kinds of pills. The Whispers knew she was afraid. They said
that if she took the pills the doctors gave her to make the
“dreams” stop, it would not be a good thing. Instead they’d
suggested that she draw pictures of her visions so she would feel
better.

Now, Lori didn’t feel angry or sad or scared
all the time. After she drew a picture it would just drift away, so
things had gotten better, at least with Mom and school. There were
fewer doctor visits, and they’d stopped giving her pills. Not that
she’d ever taken them anyway. It was easy to hide them under her
tongue and get rid of them when no one was looking.

Of course, Lori had learned not to tell Mom
what she saw in her sleep, and especially not to show her the
pictures. Lori kept them neatly folded in her old lunchboxes. She’d
filled three so far; this was her fourth and it was already
half-full. At first, she’d tried drawing in the daytime, but if Mom
saw the pictures, she would get really upset. Sometimes the
pictures made Mom angry and she yelled, or she went to her room and
cried, and almost always it meant more trips to the doctors and new
pills for Lori. So now she drew at night.

Lori knew her mom loved her and that she
wasn’t angry so much as scared. Mom just didn’t understand. No one
did. So if Lori kept things to herself, it was better for everyone.
She knew she didn’t have ADD, or ODD, or anything like that, and
she wasn’t repressing memories from the “abduction.” She knew what
had happened: a demon had taken her. The Whispers had helped her
remember. That didn’t really bother her, because she knew the demon
was dead—the Child of Shadows had killed it. No, Lori’s problem was
her gift. The whispers explained that she was special: she was a
seer, and it was her duty to help others fight the things in the
shadows. Her gift would, of course, drive her crazy, but not until
she was really old—at least twenty, the Whispers had said.

Lori scrutinized her sketch. It looked
pretty much like her vision. The bodies on the ground, the big man
screaming, the golden light…oops, she realized, reaching
into the box, she’d forgotten the red…lots and lots of red.

. . . .

From the outskirts of the city, a
beleaguered figure approached. In physical pain and mental anguish
beyond anything he had ever experienced in his immortal existence,
Aftiel staggered into Seattle. He was a lost and forsaken creature,
the only one of his kind on this miserable planet as far as he
knew…the last angel.


 Chapter
Six

It was the third night since he’d returned,
but Aftiel still suffered as greatly as when he’d first come
through the portal. This world was little like the land he had
known so long ago. Eden was gone, and in its place was a foreign,
alien, broken thing. This place was jagged and sharp, full of noise
and light on so many spectrums that he could barely hold the
cacophony at bay. It brought a cutting agony to his corporeal
senses like nothing he’d ever encountered. But that pain was
meaningless in comparison to what he felt on a spiritual level.

Aftiel had been forced to send tendrils of
his essence into the surrounding area in an attempt to reconnect
with the mystical energies that he relied upon for survival. But it
seemed no matter where he tried to commune with the environment,
all he encountered was corruption and filth. Whether he touched the
sky or the ocean, or burrowed deep into the mantle, he found rancid
sores and festering wounds in the body of his beloved Eden. He
could not understand what could have caused such poisoning in the
time he had been gone. It tore at him that he could not find an
unsoiled place to join, to embrace the power he desperately needed
to replenish his dwindling life force.

There was power out there. Aftiel could
sense countless portals releasing their energies around him. He
could feel the tributaries of energy flowing through the land,
creating pools, lakes and oceans of power…but it was all polluted.
A slick illness coated the energy he needed to sustain himself, and
Aftiel could not bring himself to drink from the sewage.

The world he and his kin had suffered and
died to protect was diseased—terminally. And what made the horror
even worse was that Aftiel felt sure of at least one of the
pathogens: man. Even if humanity was not directly responsible for
the contamination, it clearly was making no effort to cleanse it.
The humans seemed completely oblivious to the condition of their
home as they swarmed about like so many mindless drones. To Aftiel,
it seemed that the vast majority of them were bereft of any
spiritual connection to the land.

Wrapped in a powerful multi-layered glamour,
Aftiel walked among them unnoticed. One part of the complex
enchantment bent light to conceal his physical presence, while
others suppressed the sound of his movements and his scent. A final
layer kept people from noticing even if he interacted with the
surrounding environment. For all intents and purposes, Aftiel was
invisible to the citizens of Seattle. Unobserved by humanity, he
studied them, attempting to understand the culture that had so
alienated them from the world he had once known.

It had taken Aftiel only a few hours after
his arrival to understand their spoken language, and even less to
master reading it. Within the first day, he’d located an impressive
place of centralized knowledge; they called it the Seattle Public
Library. Not only did it have manuscripts and visual resources
beyond anything the humans of his time could have conceived, but
these modern humans had unified even more information through
intelligent machines—creations comparable to some of the constructs
of his own race. The humans called the machine-minds computers, and
had linked them across the planet. This resource had allowed him to
glean information at an incredible rate, but the more he learned
the more he became disappointed with the new human race. It stunned
Aftiel that, despite such great advancement, they were devoid of
any understanding of the true nature of the world. So certain were
they on the paths they had chosen in their search for truth that
they’d totally ignored any others. For all the marvels their
science and technology had brought them, they were laughably
ignorant of how the universe operated.

Those that claimed a spiritual understanding
were no better. Most of these groups were terribly mistaken,
misinformed or had simply chosen to deny certain mystical axioms.
To a being that had walked the earth thousands of years earlier and
knew the true histories, it appeared that the humans had failed to
pass on any semblance of an accurate or coherent history of their
world. They had replaced oral tradition with written, and written
with the electronic minds, and along the way they had deleted or
fabricated information whenever it suited them. In fact, a
significant portion of the populace seemed to be fanatically
devoted to hiding the truth whenever it was revealed. They were so
busy killing one another over the lies they had created that most
of them no longer paused to look for the truth.

It was obvious to Aftiel, after studying the
accumulated information buried within the machine-mind network,
that in the past five years the Earth had become greatly inundated
with mystical energy—perhaps more so than ever before. Yet the
humans were oblivious to the changes. They knew nothing of the
portals that now linked them to so many other realities. Nor did
they realize how many beings now freely roamed their cities—or that
so many of these were predators to man. The humans shuffled along,
wrapped safely in their lies, unknowing or uncaring as their
polluted world slowly expired.

When Aftiel had walked the world long ago,
humanity could be measured in the millions—millions of primitive
primates desperately in need of guidance. Now, thousands of years
later, they numbered in the billions, but they were still primitive
and just as in need of guidance.

Perhaps that was the reality he needed to
address, Aftiel thought as he paced the mostly empty streets late
at night. His people had been the guardians of man, the stewards of
this world, and without their shepherds the humans had overgrazed,
wandered and become lost. Since the humans were clearly incapable
of caring for themselves, Aftiel needed to take up the mantle of
shepherd once more. He needed to cease dwelling on how many things
were wrong with his beloved Eden and instead focus on repairing the
damage. The pollution of the mystical energies needed to be
cleared, the earth needed to be healed, and the sheep needed
someone to lead them in the right direction.

The humans had loved him once, and he would
teach them to love him again. With love would come strength—and, if
Aftiel was careful how he used his remaining power, he could
survive until he cleansed the land. It had been thousands of years
since his banishment at the hands of different humans and the
Fallen. He could forgive and let himself forget. Yes, he thought,
he could do this; it was simply a matter of direction. Once he
chose the correct path, everything would be so much easier. With a
renewed sense of purpose, Aftiel continued his wanderings as he
considered the best way to begin saving his world.

. . . .

A solid kick to the side of his head caused
Chris to coil more tightly in upon himself. Curled on his knees, he
tried to shield his head and face, but his arms offered little
protection from the vicious beating. It had just happened too
quickly.

Chris was a big man, standing almost six-two
and close to three hundred pounds. He couldn’t recall a time when
anyone had messed with him, but after being struck in the back of
the head with a steel pipe, he realized that size really didn’t
matter.

It was late, and Chris had been in his
apartment relaxing after a long day at work. He’d just sat down at
his computer with a plate of spicy ribs, ready for an evening of
online gaming, only to discover that he’d run out of Coke for his
rum and Cokes. A little thing really, but a three-hour raid wasn’t
the same without his favorite drink. It was a nice night, so he
decided to grab a couple of liters of cola at one of the nearby
markets and be back in-game before things really got rolling. He
told his guild mates they’d be short a spell-caster for maybe
thirty minutes. It was his regular group, so they said they’d hold
his spot. He’d wrapped the ribs in foil and dashed out.

Downtown parking could be a pain. Chris
figured if he cut through the side streets and alleys, he’d get
there faster on foot. He was still close to the apartment,
navigating a narrow single-lane street between some tall buildings,
when a young male voice asked if he had a light. Chris glanced
toward a darkened stoop and started to say “no” to the skinny
teenager with a blue bandana tied across his lower face, dark
white-framed sunglass and a hoodie pulled tightly around his head.
At that moment, Chris realized he was in trouble. Before fight or
flight could kick in, he found himself on his knees, stunned by a
savage blow across the back of his skull. Suddenly, four people all
dressed similarly—bandannas, sunglasses and dark hoodies—were
attacking him. They didn’t demand anything, just started kicking
him with heavy boots and striking him with metal pipes. These
stupid gangly kids were beating the living shit out of him. As two
more ribs broke and blood poured from his broken nose and split
lips, it occurred to Chris that he might not make it to his
friends’ wedding.

“Stop!” a deep voice echoed down the street.
The command vibrated through the air, and Chris’s attackers ceased
their vicious beating.

“Wha…? Who the fuck are you?” a juvenile
male voice stammered. Chris heard the bodies around him shuffle and
dared to glance through his broken fingers toward the source of the
voice. A short way down the street, between the buildings and under
the pale streetlights, a tall, muscular man slowly approached. The
Samaritan stopped a few feet from Chris and his attackers. In his
injured state, Chris tried to grasp the surreal turn of events.

The man who had saved him was completely
naked. Easily Chris’s height, he had muscles where Chris didn’t
even know you could have muscles. The expression on the Samaritan’s
angular face was stern, while a thick mane of curly blond hair
framed those serious features to cascade across his shoulders.
Chris would have described him as good-looking in a college jock
kind of way, except for the disconcerting color of his eyes. The
stranger’s eyes appeared odd in the weak light, almost white,
although Chris was having trouble focusing after so many blows to
the head. The man’s skin seemed strange too, very pale. It
reflected the light in an eerie way, like living marble. That was
it, Chris thought, he looked like one of those perfect Greek
statues from a museum—if one of them had suddenly come to life and
decided to walk through the city.

“Why did you attack this man?” the stranger
demanded in a deep baritone.

“Dude, we don’t have to answer shit to some
naked fuck!” Chris heard a different assailant yell. “This is our
business–you need to get the fuck outta here or we’re gonna do the
same to you.”

“If I do not leave, you will beat me like
this man?” the stranger asked curiously, tilting his head to one
side. He remained relaxed, his arms hanging loosely to his
sides.

“Screw this!” One of the teenagers sprang
forward and grabbed a handful of the Samaritan’s hair. The kid
attempted to yank the stranger’s head back while hitting him in the
face with a two-foot-long piece of pipe. The Samaritan’s head
didn’t move; in fact, even though the pipe struck him squarely in
the face, he didn’t budge a fraction of an inch. Despite his
scrambled senses, Chris was sure he had seen the pipe hit the
Samaritan. He’d heard it make contact—a heavy, solid sound—but the
stranger seemed unaffected by the blow. The kid who had attacked
him was clearly startled and stepped back a few paces.

Chris didn’t see any damage to the
stranger’s face—no blood, not even a scratch. But the change in his
expression was terrifying. The stern gaze was replaced with primal
fury, and his eyes radiated a phosphorescent white glow. The
Samaritan moved then, in a blur that reminded Chris of dancers
under strobe lights: a change of position, a split-second of
darkness, then suddenly a new pose. The stranger went from standing
still, his hands at his sides, to holding the kid by his throat.
With one hand, the Samaritan held the kid a few inches above the
ground; in his other hand, he now held the steel pipe. Despite the
unexpected turn of events, the remaining teenagers reacted in
defense of their friend. Two of them rushed forward; from his
huddled position, Chris watched as the stranger dealt with
them.

Once again the Samaritan’s movements were a
reality-jarring blur as he plunged several inches of pipe through
the kid’s right eye and deep into his skull. The stranger threw the
still-convulsing body against the nearby building with a force that
pulverized bricks. It happened so quickly that Chris didn’t see any
blood, but he heard the sound when the body struck the wall, the
crack of stone entwined with a noise like dry sticks snapping
simultaneously. The body slid lifelessly down the wall and to the
pavement. It faced the wall now, the force of the violent collision
having shoved the pipe further through the head and out the back of
the skull. Chris saw the blood then, an expanding pool of clotting
darkness.  

Both of the Samaritan’s hands were free in
the heartbeat it took the two other assailants to reach him. He
back-handed one of the attackers; a slap of flesh and the kid, his
sunglasses knocked away, was momentarily looking at Chris with a
shocked expression while the rest of his body “faced” the
Samaritan. The rest of the torso and lower body followed the
rotation, and he landed in a crumpled heap on the body of his
friend. With his other arm, the stranger blocked the pipe being
swung at him, then grasped the other attacker’s face. With a loud,
brittle crunch, the Samaritan’s fingers dug deep into the head,
shattering most of the bones that served as a framework for the
attacker’s face. He released that body to drop soundlessly before
him.

The stranger was absently flicking the blood
from his fingers when a staccato of shots rang out, and several
small round holes blossomed in his chest. Chris wouldn’t have
thought it possible, but somehow the Samaritan’s expression became
even more frightening. Looking upon the stranger’s awful gaze,
Chris felt as though his very soul was shriveling within him.

“You dare draw the blood of my kind! You
worthless primate!” the stranger bellowed as he pointed a dripping
index finger over Chris’s huddled form. Chris was transfixed with
dread as a slender bar of golden liquid energy erupted from the
Samaritan’s finger and sliced through the air over his hunched
body. Chris burrowed his head into the pavement, shaking with fear
as the beam of energy passed over him. Somehow he could hear the
light, and deep in his mind he knew that the sound was not meant
for mortals. The piercing hum shattered his senses; blood trickled
from his ears, eyes and nose. Chris smelled burning cloth; dimly,
he realized that his shirt was on fire. He felt the flesh of his
back pucker and split into weeping blisters, but he was too
petrified with fear to care.

And then the soul-tearing sound was gone.
The night was silent once more. Slowly, Chris raised himself up
until he sat on his knees. He turned his bloody, tear-streaked face
toward the stranger. The Samaritan stood in the same spot as
before, hands hanging loosely to his sides, his visage calm once
more, the burning glow wiped from his eyes and the wounds from his
chest completely gone. His gaze rested on something past Chris,
something further down the street.

Chris turned toward the last of the
teenagers who had attacked him—but what he saw made no sense. As
though in a dream, he pulled himself upright and staggered toward
the last of his attackers. Chris approached within inches, staring
in confusion. The figure stood with its right arm extended, a gun
of some sort grasped firmly in hand. He was dressed like they all
had been—jeans, boots, and a hoodie. The lower portion of his face
was obscured by a bandanna, the eyes hidden behind sunglasses. But
he also looked very different, because he was completely covered
with something white and granular. Sand? Chris thought. No
flesh or cloth showed beneath the strange coating, just the white
crystalline shell. Chris raised a bloody hand toward the figure. He
barely brushed the shoulder, but that hint of pressure was enough
to cause the figure to collapse in upon itself. The body instantly
poured across Chris’s feet in a dry puddle. Particulates drifted
across Chris’s face and the cuts on his lips burned…he tasted
salt.

Abruptly, Chris knew the stranger was behind
him, and he turned to discover that they were indeed the same
height. He knew this because he was now staring directly into the
Samaritan’s eyes. As Chris looked into those pale eyes, he felt the
weight of eternity settle upon his soul. In that moment, he
connected with something beyond mortal comprehension—and with it
came madness. In an instant, his mind was shattered beyond repair,
and an agonized howl erupted from his throat to echo piteously into
the night.

“Stop,” Aftiel ordered Chris, firmly laying
his hands on the man’s shoulders. The mindless shriek continued to
cut through the cold night. Dogs had begun to respond in kind, and
several car alarms now echoed further down the street.

“I have saved you. You need not fear me.
Just love me…worship me,” Aftiel commanded Chris. But the screams
continued. The rage returned to Aftiel’s face, but Chris was beyond
reason; he no longer saw the world around him or the being before
him. Despite his appearance, Aftiel’s voice remained calm as he
rebuked Chris. “I squandered precious resources to protect you. I
bled for you. I brought justice for you. And still you fear me—you
hate me. You are ungrateful, just like the primates that drove me
out long ago. I understand now. You are undeserving of my kindness,
just as they were. Since your race is unworthy to love me, I will
teach you the true meaning of fear. I will break you all to fix
what you have wrecked.” Aftiel squeezed Chris’s shoulders until the
bones shattered, and in one swift motion, accompanied with the
sound of splintered wood mixed with ripped meat, he silenced
Chris’s screams. Blood dripped down Aftiel’s face and chest as he
carelessly tossed the pieces of Chris’s body to either side and
resumed walking down the street. Within moments, he’d wrapped
himself in his protective glamour and disappeared into the night as
a gentle rain began to fall.

. . . .

He watched as the drops fell upon his
upturned hand. The rain quickly filled the hollow of his palm and
began to drip down the sides. Darien muttered a few words, too soft
for those around him to hear as they waited for the next airport
taxi. He dabbed his other hand into the collected water and gently
laid the moisture across his lips. He tasted the wetness and
searched…

“Something up?” Paul Dugan asked, clicking
his silver Zippo closed and exhaling cigarette smoke in the
opposite direction of his companion. He turned to focus his dark
eyes intently on the alchemist.

“Yes, I’d say something is up,” Darien
Schoening responded, wiping his hands on the sides of his blue
raincoat. “Something very old and extremely pissed off is awake and
roaming Seattle.”

“Humph,” Dugan huffed as he flagged down a
taxi. “Never a dull movement when we’re here.”
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Seven

“Do you want more bacon or eggs, Paul?”
Jenna asked, taking her and Jordan’s plates as she padded barefoot
to the sink. Dressed in grey sweatpants, a faded black T-shirt with
the cover art from Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon and her long
braid still damp from her morning shower, she was her usual casual
self.

“No, thanks, my dear, I’m fine with these
delicious doughnuts,” Dugan responded. He grabbed several sprinkled
mini-doughnuts from the mound in the center of the kitchen table.
He quickly devoured them with gusto, between slurps of black
coffee.

“Yeah, they’re really good,” Jordan agreed,
snatching a couple of glazed doughnuts before Dugan got to them.
“We get them at Daily Dozen.”

Dugan and Darien had arrived an hour
earlier, but had yet to talk about what they had learned. They’d
left the airport to investigate the power signature Darien had
sensed upon their arrival. When they’d finally located the place,
though, the entire area had been cordoned off as a crime scene.
Unable to approach the site, they had the taxi drop them off at
Dugan’s place to get some sleep. In the morning, they’d stopped by
the police department and medical examiner’s office so Darien could
speak with some of his contacts.

Darien was a consummate networker and made a
point of seeking out knowledgeable people whose skills he might
need at a later date. He’d also perfected the Philosopher’s Stone
and the Elixir of Life, which had allowed him to extend his life
thousands of years. Gifted with a considerable intellect and a
photographic memory that allowed him to retain a tremendous amount
of history and magical knowledge, he knew more than anyone on the
planet about the mystical arts. He’d revealed during their battles
against the Mondragoran that he was quite capable at hand-to-hand
combat, too. His only obvious flaws were occasional bursts of
arrogance and a tendency to be condescending.

“Anything for you, Darien?” Jenna asked,
returning to the table.

“No, I’m fine, thank you. It was kind of you
to make me the egg white omelet, and this raspberry tea is quite
nice. Please sit; you don’t need to wait on us.” Darien patted his
hand on the table near her empty seat.

“It’s not a bother. It’s the least we can do
since Dugan and you basically gave us this place.” She poured
herself another cup of tea from the pot on the table.

“Heh, it’s not like we were going to live
here, girl,” Dugan commented as he and Jordan made a tandem grab
for the last chocolate doughnut. Dugan managed to snatch it first,
and smiled broadly. “After all,” he continued, “you agreed to live
here so you could watch over the library and protect the city from
supernatural nasties. That’s not exactly getting this place for
free in my book.”

Darien cleared his throat. “Paul’s right,
Jenna. You and Jordan owe us nothing; we’re all working toward a
greater cause. However, Dugan might want to offer you the last
chocolate doughnut since you haven’t had one yet.” Darien pointed
at the pastry between Dugan’s fingers.

“Oh, I’m sorry, my dear.” Dugan extended the
doughnut toward Jenna, his round cheeks turning slightly pink above
his curly brown beard. “I’ve got a bit of a sweet tooth and
sometimes forget myself,” he apologized.

Jenna chuckled. “You’re fine, Paul,” she
assured him, refusing the doughnut. “I buy sweets mainly for you
and Jordan. I’m more a fresh fruit girl.” She reached across the
table and picked an orange from a bowl of fruit. “Besides,” she
added with a smile as she peeled it, “I bought the doughnuts this
morning, so I’ve already had the freshest ones.”

“You can give it to me if you feel bad.”
Jordan reached for the doughnut in question.

“Sorry, my boy, but I don’t have the same
sense of chivalry toward you,” Dugan quipped, popping the doughnut
in his mouth and washing it down with coffee.

“Clearly,” Jordan laughed.

“Besides, you’ve got enhanced speed,” Dugan
added. “If you’d really wanted it, I think you would have
succeeded.”

“I try not to take advantage of my friends
with my special abilities,” Jordan said with a grin, “especially
when they’re so much older than I am.”

“An excellent idea,” Dugan responded,
ignoring the age reference and motioning toward Jordan with his
coffee mug. “That guarantees more doughnuts for me in the
future.”

“You’re both impossible,” Darien commented,
a sparkle of amusement in his eyes. He gestured toward Dugan. “I
would have thought with our travels you might have picked up some
of my healthier eating habits—but clearly that is not the
case.”

“Healthy? Maybe. I would also, in my humble
opinion, add bland and boring: all natural, no preservatives or
artificial colors or flavors of any sort, and only small portions.
What’s the point of immortality if you can’t enjoy the little
things in life, like good food? Think of this as a scientific
experiment,” Dugan continued as he chose yet another doughnut. “I’m
helping you test the effectiveness of your Elixir. Now that you’re
being so kind as to share it with me, we can find out if diet has
any impact on how effectively the potion helps someone retain their
youth and health.”

“How noble of you,” Darien remarked dryly as
he pushed his teacup toward the center of the table. “I’ll keep
that in mind next time you say you need a new belt.”

“Ouch,” Dugan said in mock offense, patting
his somewhat ample gut.

Darien continued, “Now that we’ve had the
opportunity to wake up and enjoy Jenna’s delicious repast, we
should address the business at hand, and in particular an event
that occurred last night.”

“What happened last night?” Jordan
asked.

“According to the police, a small massacre,”
Dugan interjected darkly.

“One thing at a time, please,” Darien
commented, taking control of the conversation. “I assume you’ve
read my email about the anomalous readings picked up by one of my
wards?”

“No, but Jenna filled me in.” Jordan
responded, nodding in her direction.

“At the time, I had no reason to believe the
energy signature represented a direct threat.” Darien folded his
hands on the table and continued. “I’m less certain of that
now.”

“So what kind of creature is this?” Jordan
asked.

Darien paused, searching for the best way to
explain. “The ward’s readings suggested that the type of power that
had entered Seattle hasn’t been on this planet for thousands of
years.”

“He means,” Dugan interjected, “that
whatever came through the portal—oh, and he neglected to add that
it was really fucking strong—radiated a kind of energy that doesn’t
exist anymore.”

“How can you tell how old the energy is?”
Jordan asked, confused.

“You know how magical energies are akin to
water—how they flow and settle in and around places? Well, take the
water analogy one step further: is most of the water on the planet
as clean as it was two hundred years ago?”

“I doubt it, for most places.”

“Exactly,” Darien interjected, “and it’s the
same with the mystical energies of our world. Over time, as
different realities interacted with this world and spilled their
energies into ours, the levels of purity changed. It isn’t
necessarily an issue of pollution, per se; the energies from
thousands of years ago simply don’t exist now.”

“Okay, so the energy from this new creature
suggests that it hasn’t been here for a long time?” Jordan
asked.

“Basically,” Darien nodded.

“So we have something in Seattle that lived
on earth possibly thousands of years ago, has somehow returned, and
is still loaded with a lot of this original pure energy?”
Jenna added.

“Yes,” Darien agreed, “and within seconds
after it arrived, this being wrapped itself in such a high level
enchantment that I could not locate any trace of its power
anywhere. It completely disappeared.”

“That explains why you came back.” Jordan
looked from Darien to Dugan. “Now what happened last night to raise
the oh-shit-o-meter?”

“The primal release a few days ago was
brief; as I said, it disappeared almost immediately. But last
night, while Paul and I were at the airport, I sensed it again.
This time the discharge was longer and I was able to analyze it
more before it vanished.”

“What did you come up with?” Jenna
asked.

“Sadly, not much,” Darien sighed. “I still
can’t pinpoint the type of entity. However, I’m certain that it’s
powerful, ancient and far from happy.”

“Nothing more specific? Like what it was
unhappy about?” Jenna asked.

“No—what I detected was an extreme rage,
almost bestial. The emotion was simply overwhelming; it was
impossible for me to filter out anything useful.”

“What did you find out about the crime scene
where this primal energy…leaked out?” Jordan asked.

“It was a mess, my boy.” Dugan picked up his
cup and plate and took them to the sink. “Four people were brutally
murdered. One had a pipe shoved through his skull, another had his
head twisted one hundred and eighty degrees, the third’s face was
crushed so that he suffocated in his own blood and the last
victim,” Dugan sighed, “the last victim’s demise certainly involved
supernatural strength—that body was ripped in two. Right down the
middle. Something grabbed this poor fellow from either side and
made a wish with him.”

“Shit,” Jenna muttered, putting the last
piece of her orange on her plate and pushing it away.

“There’s one more thing—but I’m not
completely sure what it means,” Darien added, with a hesitation
that Jordan had rarely seen from him, even when they’d battled the
Mondragoran. “My associate in the Medical Examiner’s office said a
large quantity of granular material was found at the scene. On
close examination, it appeared to be primarily sodium
chloride—about one hundred and forty pounds of it in a pile near
where the murders took place. I managed to get a small sample for
my own analysis.”

“And?” Jordan coaxed.

“The salt was completely permeated with
residual energy from the primal source. Also, I attempted to use a
talisman I keep with my supplies and had unexpected results.”
Darien reached into his pocket and took out a blackened and cracked
crystal, which he set on the table. “This was a piece of yellow
quartz with a very powerful enchantment on it. I designed it to
allow me to scry into the past of inorganic materials. Basically,
it can tell me where something has been. When I attempted to use it
on the sample, it was destroyed almost instantly. A powerful
enchantment that took me months to perfect was completely
obliterated.”

“What could cause something like that?”
Jenna asked, picking up the crystal and looking at it more
closely.

“Well, normally a talisman like this
wouldn’t be utterly destroyed unless it was used improperly—for
instance, by applying it to a living organism.”

“But you said the sample was salt,” Jordan
interrupted.

“Yes, when I applied the spell it was. Then
when I scried back in time it became something else—something
living, and something that probably weighed around one hundred and
forty pounds.”

“Oh, god,” Jenna whispered.

Darien nodded soberly. “I think there was a
fifth victim. Someone was transformed from flesh and blood into
pile of salt in a matter of seconds. Something is walking around
Seattle with the ability to cast a Grand Working.”

“What’s a Grand Working?” Jordan asked.
“Maggie never taught me about that.”

“She wouldn’t have,” Darien answered. “Grand
Workings are enchantments of the highest order; they are
reality-altering spells that take months or years to prepare.”

“So what can cast a Grand Working in
seconds?” Jordan asked.

“For lack of a better word, my boy,” Dugan
answered, “a god.”


Chapter Eight

On a quiet lane in a residential
neighborhood sat a quaint, single-story red brick house. It looked
out to the street through two great bay windows framed by
ivy-covered trellises. Beneath the windows, redwood planter boxes
overflowed with vibrant color.

Surrounded by a short white picket fence and
perfectly manicured lawn, the house hearkened back to a simpler,
perhaps gentler time. Past its locked gate, a worn cobblestone
pathway led to a blue door and a worn mat that said “Welcome to the
Robinsons’.” Beside the mat, a tricycle waited for its owner to
come out and play. It was more than a house; it was a home—the
Robinsons’ home. They didn’t live there now, but they hadn’t left.
They had a new tenant, though, and he’d been very busy since his
arrival—Gerard Almagest tended to get lost in his work.

. . . .

Inside, the blinds were shut tightly, the
curtains drawn, and bed sheets hung over the drapes; privacy was
very important to the new tenant.

Mr. Almagest hadn’t known the Robinsons, any
more than he’d known Ms. Thompson; that was not his way. He’d
always chosen his subjects at random, from all levels of society,
never favoring them by race, religion or sex. They were all
equivalent to him as sustenance and fodder for his endless
experiments. He also believed that the sheer randomness of his
choices reduced the chances of authorities making any inconvenient
connections between missing persons and the occasional bodies that
surfaced.

While not large, he’d decided that the
Robinsons’ home was nicely designed for his current project; in
particular, he liked the floor plan. The front of the house held
the master bedroom and a kitchen with an adjoining dining room,
while the back contained a spacious family room and second bedroom.
After his initial introduction to the family, he’d requested that
they wait quietly in the basement while he did some redecorating.
They had, of course, readily agreed; everyone always agreed with
Mr. Almagest once they’d gazed into his most potent talisman, his
unique version of the Philosopher’s Stone.

He’d been setting up labs in this manner for
centuries and, while he’d lost count how often he had prepped the
sites, Mr. Almagest was always efficient. He quickly cleared the
living room by shoving the furniture into the master bedroom—a
simple task now that he’d rejuvenated his life force. He was far
stronger than he appeared, and his body required little rest or
sleep. He would be able to maintain this state for several
months.

After emptying the living room, he dragged
in the long mahogany dining table to serve as a work surface. He
then moved the Robinsons’ cars to the street and driveway so he
could park his nondescript commercial van in the garage; Mr.
Almagest made sure to travel with all the necessities for his field
labs. He had developed the concept about a hundred years earlier
when he’d accidentally burned down one of his homes during a
particularly difficult experiment. At the time, he’d lost a
considerable collection of equipment and mystical supplies, but the
fire had also successfully erased all evidence of his
less-than-successful project. After that, he’d decided it was
better to keep resources in separate locations until needed and
simply burn down his field labs when he was finished. He did have
an apartment in the city, but Mr. Almagest left nothing in it that
would reveal him as a practitioner of the arts. Anything involving
his experiments, alchemy or sorcery was scattered throughout the
city in secure storage units and transferred to his van as
needed.

Once the van was in place, he unloaded five
long folding tables from the van to the house, placing them around
the perimeter of the family room. Upon these he spread the
necessary paraphernalia for the current experiment: spell books and
components, alchemical materials, surgical tools, enchanted
artifacts and five 24-inch LED monitors connected to three computer
towers. The monitors silently played movies he considered essential
to “setting the mood.” At the moment, they showed the 1968 and 1990
versions of Night of the Living Dead, a more recent version
of Dawn of the Dead, Re-Animator, and Dead-Alive.

After the room was prepared to his
satisfaction, Mr. Almagest carved intricate necromantic circles and
wards of binding into the pine floor beneath the table in an effort
to interrupt the decay of his newest subject. He’d opted for
suffocation to limit damage to the body, but the enchantments he’d
applied had a tendency to cause brief but severe surges of
corruption. This resulted in the flesh developing a leathery
texture and a gray pallor, the eyes becoming heavily jaundiced and
bloodshot, and small patches of flesh occasionally peeling away to
expose muscles and tendons. Mr. Almagest had since applied a
powerful regenerative ward to counter the random spikes of energy
that accelerated decomposition and tissue damage. The alchemist
seemed to have found an acceptable equilibrium: the subject had the
appearance of a rotting corpse but retained most of its motor
skills, albeit at a lower than average human speed.

Mr. Robinson lay naked on his back, heavy
chains locked to his wrists and ankles. These were, in turn,
wrapped tightly around the legs of the table and secured with heavy
padlocks. Still more chains crisscrossed his thin chest and narrow
waist, and two were attached by sheet metal rivets to either side
of his temple at brow level. Small clots of dark blood had
accumulated at the piercing sites and had begun to drip down the
sides of the skull to congeal in Mr. Robinson’s curly but now
matted red hair. Mr. Almagest had not wished to cause unnecessary
trauma to the cadaver, but Mr. Robinson had persisted in attempting
to bite the alchemist with his now cracked and broken teeth. While
the subject’s desire for living flesh proved that the experiment
was proceeding according to plan, the continual snapping had simply
become too distracting. With a dozen intricate glyphs needing to be
carved precisely into the living corpse’s chest, it was better to
allow the cosmetic damage this time than to have one of the
essential wards be applied improperly.

Mr. Almagest had deduced that it was a
failed glyph that had led to the incident with the wife. During her
thrashing, he’d improperly aligned one of the primal symbols that
connected a protective ward and a tissue-regenerating spell. This
resulted in an unexpected surge of energy within the core matrix of
the enchantment. That rush of power had significantly boosted the
corpse’s strength but caused a cascade failure of the new
enchantment and ultimately the complete dissolution of the
body.

Although the event had proved informative,
it had disappointed Mr. Almagest that he hadn’t secured the subject
with adequate bindings. The enchantment had begun to fail while
he’d been in the van looking for more bone scalpels. By the time
he’d returned, the wife had already killed and eaten a good portion
of the boy, rendering him completely useless as a test subject.
He’d been able to immobilize the corpse with an electrical spell
before she’d reached her spouse, but the failed enchantment had
soon rendered her into a sludge-like mess of putrefied meat. The
intensity of the incident had weakened the glamour on Mr. Robinson,
and he’d started to whimper and twitch despite Mr. Almagest’s
express orders to remain still and quiet. It had therefore become
necessary for the alchemist to reapply the spell. Overall, the
episode had been quite a bother.

Now, however, the alchemist was quite
pleased. He completed the final glyph with a flourish of the
dripping bone scalpel and stepped back to survey his work. It felt
good to see the lines of energy coursing throughout the corpse in a
successful balance of power. All the necessary enchantments, spells
and wards were functioning in harmony to ensure that his subject
had all the desired abilities and behaviors. Now, if he could just
get the mystical virus to take, his creation would be perfect.

“What is this construct’s purpose?” a voice
asked quietly behind him.

Mr. Almagest spun around with impressive
speed, simultaneously weaving a protective barrier spell with his
left hand and channeling a concussive force bolt through his right.
As he laid eyes upon the intruder, the bolt was released from the
tip of the bone scalpel, rippling the air as it struck the
blond-haired stranger in the chest. The attack should have sent the
naked man through the wall, but instead the waves of force rolled
to either side of him and crashed into the tables. One tower, two
monitors, and an assortment of alchemical resources were
immediately pulverized. Mr. Almagest had survived too many battles
to allow his surprise to slow him down; as the debris was hitting
the floor, he’d already grabbed his pendant and was preparing to
release a more devastating attack.

“Hold,” the man said as he extended his
hand, releasing a pulsating golden energy. The light snaked out
from the palm of his hand and slid through Mr. Almagest’s barrier
as though it were nonexistent. Suddenly, the alchemist found
himself wrapped in radiant bands that suspended him several inches
above the floor, his hands and arms pressed firmly against his
sides. He immediately attempted to weave a counterspell with his
mind, but was shocked to realize that the mystical bindings
embracing him had completely neutralized his power. Somehow the
spell that held him had done the impossible: it had severed the
connection from the reality-altering theorems in his mind to the
mystical energies in and around him. Almagest was at a loss. What
kind of creature could completely negate his sigils? For the first
time in a thousand years, Gerard Almagest was completely powerless
and at the mercy of another.

“You misunderstand,” the muscular being
said, approaching the alchemist. “If I meant to harm you, you would
have been dead before you knew I was here.”

Mr. Almagest looked more closely at the
stranger—this pale, naked Adonis spattered in what appeared to be a
considerable amount of dried blood. As his gaze settled on the
visitor’s cold, white eyes, the alchemist realized he was dealing
with something ancient and deadly; it was the latter that gave him
comfort.

“Yes, I see that now,” he replied calmly.
“However, I cannot apologize for my reaction as you surprised me in
the middle of my work.”

“Your reaction is immaterial and of no
consequence. You are not a threat.” The stranger lowered his hand
and the bands flickered away, dropping Mr. Almagest to the
floor.

He landed lightly on his feet and brushed
flecks of plastic, glass and metal from the white sleeves of his
shirt. He continued to clean his tweed vest fastidiously as the
stranger walked past him to examine Mr. Robinson.

“I ask again: what is the purpose of this
construct?”

In hundreds of years and through thousands
of experiments, Gerard Almagest had seldom had the opportunity to
discuss his creations with another. He’d been hunted by many
because of them, but few had ever been interested in them. Seeing
no immediate way to escape—and not sure he even wanted to—Mr.
Almagest realized that he was actually excited to explain his
current project.

“It is a weapon,” he said proudly, laying a
slender hand upon the bloody carvings in the corpse’s chest. “I
have modeled it after the fears of this age. It is an undead entity
meant to house a self-replicating mystical virus that can be spread
from one target to the next.”

The stranger tilted his head to the side,
almost bird-like, and leaned down to study the glyphs. Mr. Robinson
snapped and moaned at the visitor, but the blond stranger showed no
concern.

“The flesh golem is well-designed, but I see
no indication of this self-replicating pathogen of which you
speak.” The stranger straightened and looked pointedly at the
alchemist.

Mr. Almagest paused for a moment, then did
something very uncharacteristic: he darted over to a table, grabbed
his precious notes, and promptly handed them to the visitor. He’d
shared the most important details of his work, his project, with
another.

“The replicating virus could be spread
through a variety of vectors, but I wanted the transference to be
via bodily fluids, preferably a bite. Unfortunately, I have not
been completely successful with the integration between the vessel
and the mystical virus; I-”

“I can easily link them.”

Mr. Almagest stopped, too stunned to
continue. As he looked into the visitor’s pale eyes he knew beyond
any doubt that he was being told the truth.

“I believe you. But I must ask—why? Why do
you offer this to me?”

The stranger’s gaze bore into Mr. Almagest,
and he sensed the tremendous power of the being’s mind, an ancient
force that plumbed the very depths of the alchemist’s soul as it
studied him intimately. The stranger saw all that Gerard Almagest
was and all that he had been; the visitor did not judge, he did not
care. His only concern was how useful the alchemist might be. “I
will repair this world; I will return it to the way it should be. I
shall begin by reducing the number of parasites that currently
threaten it. I have sought you out for your power. You are strong,
and I sense even greater potential within you. You would be useful
to me in many ways, but foremost, I desire that you assist me in
reducing the human population.”

Simple, direct, and, Mr. Almagest could
sense, completely true. Still, it was not in his nature to accept
another above him. “And if I were to refuse your offer?”

The stranger’s flaxen eyebrows drew gently
downward; he looked genuinely puzzled. “Your refusal would be
irrational. I have seen your beliefs, your innermost desires. I
offer you what you most covet: chaos on a grand scale.” The
stranger abruptly turned his muscular back to the alchemist,
releasing his notes to flutter to the floor. “Still, I have sensed
others who can assist me. I will leave you unharmed to continue
your petty experiments—but I will not make this offer to you
again.”

Once again, the certainty of the stranger’s
words burned into the alchemist, and he knew he had but one choice.
He stood strong and resolute as he spoke. “I am Gerard Almagest and
I will serve you. I will do everything within my power to help you
succeed.”

The stranger turned back to Mr. Almagest and
smiled gently. It was one of the most beautiful sights the
alchemist had seen in his long life. “Know that you now serve
Aftiel, the Angel of Twilight.”


Chapter Nine

Jordan laid his hands on the table and
leaned forward. A smoky darkness washed through the whites of his
eyes as he spoke: “We’ve defeated gods before.”

“True, my boy,” Dugan agreed, laying a large
hand across Jordan’s wrist, knowing how easily he tapped into a
rage when he thought about his creators, “and not to belittle our
deeds, but we were also supported by god-like beings.”

Jordan pulled away and leaned back in his
chair. His eyes returned to normal as he released the memories of
the Mondragoran. “Those other beings pulled strings, they aligned
events in our favor, but in the end we did all the work. It was our
sweat and blood that defeated the Mondragoran.”

“Regardless,” Dugan continued, “we had some
heavy hitters in our corner at one point and as far as we know
we’re on our own this time; we need to proceed carefully.”

“Of course, when we use the word
god,” Darien added, “it doesn’t mean that the creature is
omniscient or omnipotent. The Mondragoran, in fact, were flawed,
which allowed you to destroy them in the end. The title merely
describes an entity that is immortal by our standards, invulnerable
to the mundane influences of our reality and has skills and powers
that go far beyond a mortal being. They can be defeated and even
destroyed—there are countless examples in history—but it is seldom
an easy task.”

“Yeah, I get that. I don’t care if it falls
in the ‘god’ category or not. If it’s killing innocent people I’m
going to end it,” Jordan commented grimly.

“Not just you Jordan, all of us,” Jenna
added. “But honestly, aren’t we jumping the gun here? We really
have no idea what we’re dealing with yet.” She turned toward
Darien. “All we know for sure is that it’s old and powerful. Are
you certain it wove a Grand Working as quickly as you thought? I
know a transmogrification spell suggests a massive amount of power,
but couldn’t the spell have been prepared ahead of time and then
activated in the alley? That could account for the power but
wouldn’t necessarily mean the being was operating on a god-like
level, right?”

“I’m working with limited information;
perhaps my theories rely too heavily on assumptions,” Darien
admitted.

“Still, if this was a Grand Working spell it
suggests something really badass?” Jordan asked.

Darien smiled faintly. “Yes, if it is a
proper Grand Working, as I surmise, then the being would have to be
‘badass’ in nature. As you know, mystical power comes in a variety
of types and levels, but generally it is broken down into a few
common categories: cantrips, spells, enchantments and workings.
Cantrips are the most common; they are fairly easy to master and
don’t require much innate ability or energy. They are often
referred to as hedge-witch spells, because during the middle ages
there was usually one individual in every village that could cast
them in some form. Perhaps a minor healing or a spell to make the
crops a bit more fertile, that type of thing.”

“That’s the type you use most of the time,
right?” Jordan asked Jenna.

“Yeah, but if you ever call me a hedge-witch
you’ll be sleeping on the sofa for a week,” Jenna retorted, waving
her spoon at him.

“Got it—but I was asking because I know from
seeing your power that you can easily do more than cantrips.”

“Just because they use little power doesn’t
mean cantrips aren’t useful,” Darien clarified. “They have a wide
variety of applications, such as gathering information quickly,
creating minor illusions, or subtly manipulating the environment.
While they are simple for a beginner, there’s no reason a more
seasoned practitioner should not also rely on them. Jenna is
pragmatic in her use of power,” Darien nodded toward her, “and uses
cantrips when they suffice, but she’s capable of casting
higher-order spells. However, not everyone can move beyond the
level of a cantrip.”

“The thing is, Jordan,” Jenna interrupted,
“you’re basically magical now; your abilities are defined by your
nature. Sometimes you’re capable of tremendous manipulations of
mystical energies, but you do it innately—you don’t think about the
‘how’ so much as you just want to do it. Using magic is more
complicated for the rest of us.”

“Yeah, I know, I can’t even cast a
worthwhile cantrip,” Jordan said with a smile. “Maggie said it was
because I didn’t visualize the theorems in my mind. When I shaped
the energy, it became unstable, causing my castings to fail or
expire pretty quickly.”

“Right, whereas I can cast many spells that
are far more complex than cantrips. However, I can only channel so
much energy though my body, and I’m reaching a point where I can’t
process the more complex spells in my head.”

“And that’s why many practitioners rely on
enchanted objects or prepared spells that have been encoded into an
appropriate vessel,” Darien interrupted, removing another crystal
from the pocket of his raw silk shirt. “As an alchemist, I use
ensorcelled objects or potions to allow me to cast more potent
spells in a shorter period of time.”

“So this transmogrification spell, if that
is what happened with the salt, could have come from some sort of
enchanted object? It doesn’t mean that the killer had to cast it on
the fly?” Jordan asked.

“That’s possible, although my intuition says
otherwise,” Darien agreed, tapping his chin with an index finger.
“If so, the entity we’re dealing with may not be as powerful as I
thought, although given what happened in the alley it is clearly
deadly. I think Paul and I should go back and inspect the area more
closely now that the police have likely left the scene.”

“So what do you want Jenna and me to do
until then?”

“Why don’t you two go ahead and run the
store for the morning until Paul and I return?” Darien suggested.
He stood and removed his raincoat from the back of his chair.
“After that, we can set a plan of action, even if it’s something as
simple as patrolling the vicinity of the murders or making contact
with the supernaturals who inhabit that area.” Dugan stood as well,
brushing doughnut dust from his brown wool sweater, and wrapped
Jenna in a warm hug.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll man the sales
desk—and you, sir,” she added, pointing a finger at Jordan, “can
stock our new Teen Paranormal section.”

“Joy,” Jordan huffed sarcastically.

. . . .

After Darien and Dugan left, Jenna changed
into jeans and a short-sleeved emerald top so she could play sales
girl, while Jordan went down to the storage area in the basement to
locate the teen paranormal books. It was just past ten by the time
he lugged the boxes filled with books upstairs, and although the
store hadn’t been open long, Jordan could hear someone talking to
Jenna as he carried the boxes to the mythology, fantasy and sci-fi
section.

“You’re sure it won’t be a bother if I leave
my daughter to look around while I get some coffee?” he heard a
woman ask politely.

“Sure,” Jenna responded. “I can keep an eye
on her.”

“Thanks so much; I promise I won’t be long.”
Jordan heard the jingle of the bell attached to the front door as
it opened. “Be good, Lori, I’ll be right back. I’m just going down
the street,” followed by another jingle as the door closed.

“She doesn’t really want coffee; she just
doesn’t know what to say to me when we’re alone,” Jordan heard a
young female voice remark from the aisle behind him. He turned
toward the voice, but the boxes obscured his vision and he could
only see the top of a black hat with what looked like fabric ears
on it.

Jordan squatted and set the boxes on the
floor so he could get a look at who was talking to him. Still on
his haunches, he found himself looking up at a skinny young girl,
maybe nine or ten years old, dressed in black jeans and a
loose-fitting black hoodie with two perky cat ears on top. The
inside of the ears were indigo, and matching bands alternating
between black and indigo ran from the shoulders to the wrists of
the hoodie. Her hands were tucked in the front pockets as she
looked somberly at Jordan with almost violet-colored eyes—must be
contacts, he thought absently. Two blonde pigtails hung from under
the hood and were tied off with matching indigo ribbons. As he
looked into the child’s fair-skinned face with its spattering of
freckles across her narrow nose and cheeks, he smiled warmly at
her. “I’m sure lots of grownups have that problem with kids.”

“Yeah, but it’s a little harder for my mom.”
The girl looked toward the door. A tall shelf blocked her sight,
but she continued to gaze in that direction as though she could see
past it to the front of the store. “When we talk she’s afraid I’ll
tell her things she doesn’t want to hear.”

“I bet you’re not the first kid to think
they have all the answers,” Jordan chuckled.

“True, but in my case, Mr. Hanson, I really
do know the answers.”

“Um, have we met?” Jordan asked, puzzled, as
he stood up. Clearly the girl knew him, but he couldn’t recall
her.

“Yes, we’ve met before.” She looked up at
him from under the shadow of her hoodie, her eyes seeming to glow a
deeper shade of violet. “It was five years ago. You saved me from a
demon.”

“I—” a chill washed over Jordan as he
realized who she was. Five years before, he’d savagely torn apart a
demon to free a little girl with blonde pigtails from the prison it
had made for her with its flesh. She had been unconscious and
hadn’t seen him as the Child of Shadows, the pale blue-veined
killing machine with ebony eyes and razor talons. “He promised you
wouldn’t remember…he promised,” Jordan said, in shock. He felt as
though he’d been punched in the gut. He’d thought they had saved
this child—but if she was here, if she knew him, then she had to
know other things, terrible things a child should never know. The
creature that freed her promised it would take her memories, her
pain!

The girl removed a hand from the pocket of
her hoodie and reached out to lightly grasp one of Jordan’s. Her
hand seemed so small as she grasped his. “Ravencloak kept his
promise, Mr. Hanson. He did take the memories and the pain, but I
was meant to be something more. The memories came back…along with
others.”

“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say. “I tried
to save you.”

She smiled gently up at him. “You did, Mr.
Hanson. You saved me for that moment, but there are things I need
to do.”

“But you’re just a kid, you can’t-”

“I am a seer.” Her voice was filled with a
sense of authority that was decades beyond her years. “I have
witnessed creation, I touch the future and the past, and I see the
things that hide in the darkness. Trust me; you’re going to need me
to help fight those creatures, especially the new one.”

“Jordan?” Jenna came around the corner.
Jordan turned toward her, releasing the child’s hand.

“Jenna, this is, ah, God, I don’t even know
your name.”

The girl turned toward Jenna and extended
her hand. “Hi, I’m Lori. I’m the girl you guys saved from the demon
in the tunnels.”

“Um…hello?” Jenna responded faintly as she
shook Lori’s hand.

“Look, I know you guys are surprised right
now and this is probably really confusing, but my mom’s going to be
back soon, so I need to tell you what I can while I have the
chance.”

“She says she a seer,” Jordan explained to
Jenna.

“Really? So, what do you know? About us, the
Mondragoran, the real world?” Jenna asked, a clear tone of
suspicion in her voice.

The child seemed not to notice. “I know it
all, but I don’t know it all at once.” Her forehead wrinkled into a
frown. “I’m still coming into my powers, learning to understand
what I see. I have the knowledge of all the seers who came before
me. They’re inside me, in my mind. I call them my Whispers, and
they tell me lots of things but they also hide things from me. They
say I’d go crazy if I saw everything all at once, so they let me
see pieces when I need them. They say as I get older they won’t be
able to shield me from the knowledge, so eventually I’ll go
crazy.”

“I’m sorry,” said Jenna, genuine concern in
her voice.

Lori shrugged as she placed her hand into
the front pocket of her hoodie. “It’s just the way it is. You can’t
change it. No one can. The Whispers say I won’t even know when it
happens. I’ll just join them inside the mind of a new seer when she
comes into existence. Kinda like when you replace a light bulb
after it burns out. Eventually I’ll burn out so they’ll have to
replace me.”

“Is there anything we can do?” Jordan asked,
laying a hand on Lori’s slender shoulder.

“Nope, you just have to accept it. And you
will,” she smiled at Jordan, “but not right away. You’ll try to
save me because that’s what you do—you save the innocent.” Lori
turned to Jenna. “Right now, she’s trying to figure out if this is
true or some kind of trick. Just because I look like a little girl
doesn’t mean I am. Jenna, um, can I call you that?” Jenna nodded.
“I know you have to be careful, but please give me the chance to
prove myself to you.”

Lori looked pleadingly at Jordan. “You have
to stop thinking there was something more you could have done for
me; the truth is there wasn’t. The sooner you accept me, the more
I’ll be able to help you. Look, mom’s almost back, so I have to be
quick. You can check with Mr. Schoening about seers when you see
him later today and he can explain how it works, but for now just
listen. I don’t have to talk in weird riddles or anything, but I
can only tell you so much at once. If I try to force my visions out
or tell them before I’ve had a chance to accept them, it might
break my mind or even kill me. Basically, I’ll fry my brain if I
tell you too much.”

“Okay, so what can you tell us without
frying your brain?” Jenna asked.

“It’s more what I can show you.” Lori
reached under her hoodie, pulled out a small bundle of folded
papers and handed them to Jenna. “I interpret my visions through
pictures best. When I use words they don’t come out well. Look at
these later and they’ll help you accept the truth. Mr. Hanson,
you’ll need Mr. Schoening’s help, but you also need to find
Ravencloak. He hasn’t seen me since that night, but I’ve seen him
in my dreams and I know he’s still in Seattle. You’ll find him
nearby, in a place where he can feed on people’s pain.”

Jordan frowned, and Lori shook her head.
“No, it’s not like that, he’s not evil, but I guess he’s not
exactly good, either. He feeds on people’s emotional pain to
survive, but he doesn’t create it—and when he feeds, he takes the
pain away.” She paused for a moment. “Sometimes the only way he can
take the pain completely is to help them go to the next plane.”

“He kills them?” Jordan asked. “That sure as
hell seems wrong to me.”

“I can see the pain in people sometimes, Mr.
Hanson.” She looked up at Jordan with eyes that had seen too much.
“For some of them, that’s the only way to be free.” She shrugged
her thin shoulders. “He is what he is. Either way, he sure as heck
isn’t like Lord Ackerman, or the Mondragoran, or what showed up a
few days ago.” Lori looked toward the front of the store. “Mom’s
parking her car. Here’s my cell number; text me after you find
Ravencloak—not before, I can’t help before that.” She handed Jordan
a small piece of folded paper from her pocket. “Mr. Hanson, when
Mr. Schoening and Mr. Dugan get back they won’t have found anything
new, so just go along with Mr. Schoening’s plan to patrol where
those men were killed. It will lead you to the one you seek.”

“We’ll find what killed them?”

“No, but something will find you, and that
will lead you to the one you seek.”

The bell jingled as the front door opened.
“Coming, mom,” Lori called out before her mother said a word.
“Here—” she grabbed a seemingly random book from the mythology
section and shoved it toward Jordan—“this is what you need to
know.” Then she darted around Jordan and headed out to the front of
the store.

“Oh,” she called, “an espresso machine
really would help increase your sales.” And the bell jingled again
as the door closed.

“Shit,” Jenna muttered.

“Try holy shit,” Jordan agreed, holding up
the book Lori had given him. On a simple white dust cover with gold
lettering bordered in black, it read: “Your Secret Guardians: A
Children’s Book of Angels.”


Chapter Ten

As Lori had promised, Darien and Dugan had
nothing new to share. Darien explained that the area where the
killings took place had become too inundated with local energies
for him to perceive anything useful. He couldn’t find any evidence
of the nature of the killer or whether the Grand Working was cast
directly or from an enchanted object.

After that discouraging report, Jordan and
Jenna described their encounter with Lori. Dugan and Darien were
understandably skeptical about her claim of being a seer—until
Jenna and Jordan showed them the drawings.

Although clearly rendered by a child’s hand,
the images were easy enough to distinguish. Four of the pictures
represented events unique to each of them, all connected to the
time they’d battled the Mondragoran. For Jordan, it was picture of
him kneeling in an alley cradling the head of a dog as the rain
poured around them. Darien’s portrayed him standing in a great room
with a roof of curved metal and glass surrounded by plants, while
stick-like figures clung to the ceiling. Dugan’s scene was more
graphic—it showed him on the ground impaled with a wooden cross
through his chest. And Jenna’s showed an image that tore at
Jordan’s heart. She was kneeling before a mound of dirt in a garden
at night, crying.

As they stared at the pictures laid out on
the kitchen table, Darien interrupted the silence: “What color were
her eyes?”

Surprised, Jordan responded, “They looked
kinda…purple.”

Uncharacteristically, Darien said nothing
further; he just nodded quietly and picked up the fifth picture.
The last drawing was etched primarily with black and brown crayons,
and showed a large white figure with glowing eyes pointing down an
alley, a golden light streaming from its hand. At its feet, someone
huddled amid what appeared to be bodies in pools of blood.

Darien sat down at the table with a sigh,
dropped the picture with the others and laid his hand on the book
about angels. For the first time since meeting the immortal five
years ago, Jordan thought he seemed old.

Jordan didn’t bother to ask Darien if he
thought Lori was a seer. After looking at the pictures, the answer
seemed far too obvious. He decided to go with a different question.
“So, Darien, do you think the killer could actually be an
angel?”

Darien shook his head. “What I’ve heard
about angels is limited—mostly whispered oral histories and
bastardized myths. I’ve encountered many a demon in my lifetime,
but never anything I thought was an angel. As far as I know,
they’ve been gone for thousands of years—long before my time—if
they ever existed at all.”

Darien’s subdued manner bothered Jordan, and
he wanted to question his friend further. There was something the
normally talkative alchemist was holding back, but it was already
growing dark; if they were going to take Lori’s advice, they needed
to get moving. Her suggestion to patrol the neighborhood where the
killings had taken place was logical, especially when they had
nothing else to go on. And if she really was some kind of oracle,
tonight’s patrol would somehow lead them to the killer. Then they
could try to find Ravencloak.

After a brief discussion, they decided that
Dugan, Darien and Jenna would form a group while Jordan hunted
alone. Jenna and Darien could cast a wide variety of spells and
complimented one another’s abilities well. And although Dugan did
not have any significant magical abilities, he did have a
substantial understanding of magic, knowledge of the abilities of a
vast number of supernatural creatures and a great love of weapons
that shot, stabbed or blew things up. Thanks to Darien’s resources,
they even had ensorcelled blunt-force Kevlar body armor concealed
in black biker leathers. The specially-designed armor offered them
substantial protection but allowed them to be somewhat
inconspicuous. Dugan and Jenna had little difficulty projecting the
biker persona—and surprisingly enough, once geared up, neither did
Darien. Together they would be able to deal with anything they
encountered.

Jordan, meanwhile, was the logical choice to
search out the killer on his own. His strength and speed were many
times those of a normal human. Also, since he was undead he
couldn’t be killed in any conventional manner, and the Mondragoran
energies that infused his form made him resistant to magical
manipulation and possession. After five years of training with
Maggie and Jenna, he could also counter most spells or enchantments
directed at him. Top that off with his innate abilities to
transform into the Child of Shadows, absorb living energies, and
use those energies to regenerate his body when injured, and he was
one of the deadliest creatures moving about the city. Of course, as
he walked down another empty alley dressed in his long brown duster
he had to wonder how all that stacked up against the abilities of a
pissed-off angel.

. . . .

A nondescript white van stopped near a
section of derelict warehouses on the outskirts of Belltown, near
the waterfront. Mr. Almagest turned off the ignition and the
lights, and turned to his passenger. “I think this will be the best
place to begin the next phase of the experiment.”

Aftiel gazed calmly at the diminutive
alchemist but said nothing in response. Mr. Almagest continued,
“Several of these warehouses serve as dwellings for the homeless.
They try not to draw attention to themselves, so they won’t seek
out the authorities right away. However, there are restaurants,
clubs, residential towers and art galleries nearby—places where
people will be congregating. If we initiate the infection here, it
should spread quickly into the populated areas.”

“Very well—proceed,” Aftiel quietly
commanded.

“Um, yes, of course.” The alchemist glanced
back into the darkened van at the heavily-chained figure lying on
the floor. “Would it be acceptable to ask your assistance in
handling the subject?”

Aftiel nodded. “Yes, if it will expedite
matters you may request my services.” Aftiel started to open the
door of the vehicle.

The alchemist reached for the angel’s bare
shoulder, then pulled back at the last second. “I would suggest
that you cloak yourself in some sort of glamour—please. Your, ah,
current state…” Aftiel stared blankly at Almagest as his words
trailed off. The alchemist politely cleared his throat and began
again. “Your current appearance may draw unwanted attention from
the local citizenry.” He paused, considered his words and started
yet again. “If you appear unclothed and covered in dried blood in
public, their reactions could have a negative impact on the success
of the experiment.” Aftiel nodded, and instantly his appearance
changed to that of a clean-cut muscular man dressed in jeans, a
black t-shirt and leather work boots.

“Thank you,” Mr. Almagest said, as Aftiel
exited the van.

As they both arrived at the rear of the van,
the alchemist continued, “We should do this quickly. The binding
spells will hold the subject after I remove the chains and cables,
but I would appreciate your assistance in transferring it to one of
the buildings where the secondary vectors reside. We need to place
it in an optimal position to maximize the initial outbreak.”

“I understand,” Aftiel responded. He looked
toward some abandoned warehouses several hundred feet from them. “I
have established which structure holds the most humans.”

Mr. Almagest opened the double doors of the
van and dragged Mr. Robinson out. The binding spells were meant to
render the subject immobile, but after the debacle with the wife he
didn’t want to take any chances. No sooner had the naked body hit
the ground than Aftiel leaned down and with one hand picked up Mr.
Robinson by the nape of the neck. He easily held the living corpse
above the ground, as one might a disobedient puppy. Mr. Almagest
quickly removed the chains and zip-ties that physically restrained
Mr. Robinson and finished by pulling off the leather rectangle that
he had staple-gunned to the mouth. He looked up at Aftiel. “I am
ready to negate the spells that immobilize the muscles of the
subject.”

“Proceed.”

Mr. Almagest uttered a complicated arcane
phrase, and his predator began to thrash about violently. Mr.
Robinson viciously gnashed his broken teeth, blood and spittle
spraying from his mouth as he moaned like a wounded animal. He
attempted to reach around and grab Aftiel, but it was
pointless.

“I think if we carried—” Mr. Almagest got no
further with his suggestion. Instead, Aftiel effortlessly threw Mr.
Robinson hundreds of feet into the air and across the parking lot.
The living corpse arced across the night sky, briefly flashing
across the sliver of a waning moon before it crashed through a
warehouse window. The alchemist stared at the angel with a look of
shock and betrayal.

“As I informed you previously, your flesh
golem is well constructed. It will have suffered minimal damage
from the landing and is now optimally placed for your experiment,”
Aftiel explained calmly to the outraged alchemist.

“Yes, of course,” Mr. Almagest conceded none
too graciously.

“Do we wait to observe the outcome?” Aftiel
asked.

“No, I do not consider that prudent. I think
we should move from here and observe through other means.” Aftiel
nodded, and they both entered the van as the sounds of terrified
screams began to echo from the warehouse.

. . . .

Jordan reached up and lightly tapped the
hands-free tech that Dugan had insisted they all wear. “Checking
in,” he said quietly as he wandered between two warehouses, his
heavy boots splashing though pools of water from a recent
downpour.

“All good on our end,” he heard Dugan
answer. “Anything to report?”

“Nope, pretty dead out here. I haven’t seen
anything unusual,” Jordan responded. “Actually, now that I think
about it, that’s kinda weird. Even though this is a place where
supernaturals tend to hang out, I haven’t seen any.”

“Perhaps they sensed you first and are
hiding?” Darien offered.

“No, it’s not me. I have complete control
over my energy signature now. I can walk right up to most
supernaturals, and they won’t sense my power unless I want them
to.” Jordan shook his head. “You’re right, though, now that I think
about it—it does feel like they’re hiding. I’m in an old warehouse
district east of Belltown near the waterfront. I’m going to give
this area a look-see and check back with you guys in fifteen.”

“We’re south of Pike Place Market around
Post Alley; we’ll keeping heading your direction,” Jenna
replied.

“Got it. Roger out, or whatever the hell
you’re supposed to say when you use these things.” Jordan tapped
his mike off. He heard Dugan chuckle as his earpiece went
silent.

Maybe that was the problem, Jordan
thought—he was suppressing his powers in an attempt to sneak
around. Maybe he needed to go the other route instead. He stopped
walking and stood still. Hands in the pockets of his coat, he faced
toward the waterfront. As his eyes disappeared in a sea of ebony,
he looked beyond the buildings around him and reached out into the
surrounding night with unseen tendrils of power. Quickly, his
awareness of his surroundings grew, as hundreds and then thousands
of invisible serpentine lines of power stretched from the center of
his being to search the area. They burrowed into the ground, into
the sewers far below him, through one building after another;
across the roofs and high into the sky they quested. To one blind
to power, Jordan simply stood in the damp night staring off into
space—but to one with mystical sight, Jordan was at the epicenter
of countless flickering black and silver tentacles that continually
expanded and contracted, branching off from one another and
creating an ever-changing filigree of pulsating energy. Some
tendrils were as thick as a snake’s body, others waved in the air
like fat earthworms, and some were microscopic.

Jordan had mastered this aspect of his
Mondragoran nature—the ability to “taste” his environment—since
he’d first used it in an abandoned church five years earlier. It
was as natural to him now as a snake flicking out its tongue to
analyze its surroundings. And much as a snake could seek out prey
in this manner, Jordan’s tendrils of power allowed him to seek out
life force—all life force, from the simplest insect’s to the most
complex, the ones that comprised human and supernatural entities.
To his life-leaching Mondragoran nature, they were all the same:
potential food. As he processed the thousands of different energy
signatures, from smallest to greatest, Jordan gave silent thanks to
the beings that had mystically altered his form after his last
battle with the Mondragoran, allowing him to feed as a normal human
did. He did not have to absorb life forces to survive.

In minutes, he’d located and catalogued the
energy signatures of every living thing within a mile. He’d quickly
moved beyond the simplest creatures, native insects and animals, to
their supernatural counterparts that now lived in the city, and had
moved on to the more complex signatures of humans and sentient
supernaturals.

As Jordan had surmised, there were
supernatural beings nearby, but they were not moving about. They
were huddled in the surrounding buildings or in the sewers below.
They were hiding.

There, on the periphery of his search—Jordan
felt something different! It was quickly moving beyond his reach.
He stretched his already attenuated tendrils toward it in an
attempt to identify the unique energy signature. He managed the
barest touch—the briefest contact—as the growing distance broke the
connection, and tasted something that was beyond anything he’d ever
sensed before. It pulled away just as he grazed it with his power,
but what Jordan felt frightened him. It was delicious in the purity
of its power. It left him wanting more; he hungered for it.

Even as the preternatural nectar washed
through him, the lattice of energy he’d formed revealed something
else: a conversion of energy signatures. Nearby, in one of the
warehouses, where he’d sensed several dozen human life forces,
something else had suddenly come into existence. As Jordan directed
more tendrils in that direction, he felt those human life forces
begin to change, to transform from human to something else.
Something that felt familiar, something…undead. “Shit!” he growled,
his eyes returning to normal and the tendrils withdrawing back into
him. He took off in a run toward the ever-increasing energy
signatures of anti-life.

. . . .

They’d been driving for a few minutes when
Aftiel turned and looked behind them.

“Interesting,” he muttered.

Mr. Almagest glanced over. “You sense
something? Something regarding the experiment?” he asked.

“A powerful entity attempted to discern my
nature just now. It felt similar to an old enemy of my people—an
enemy we taught to avoid us. This particular aspect, however, is
different; it is not exactly as I recall, yet it is clearly of a
similar nature,” the angel mused.

“Is it interacting with the experiment?”

“We are too far for me to see clearly. When
we return to the place of your current experiment, I will assist
you in a more efficient scrying so that we may observe. If this
entity is of the enemy I believe it to be, it could be most useful.
We shall have to learn more about it.”

Mr. Almagest nodded in agreement as they
drove back to the Robinsons’.


Chapter
Eleven

Jordan quickly cleared the distance to the
building where he’d sensed the energy transformations. It was a
huge three-story structure of rusted corrugated steel with a gable
roof. An assortment of graffiti ranging from crude drawings,
vulgarities and random lyrics to impressive murals covered the
walls at ground level. The obvious entrance was a tall sliding door
with the words “Keep Out” unevenly sprayed in black paint, beneath
which someone had added in day-glow orange, “fuck you.”

Jordan yanked on the handle, but it didn’t
budge. He could have used his strength to break the lock, but was
afraid the noise would draw unwanted attention. He looked up and
saw a long row of tall, steel sash windows running the length of
the second and third stories of the huge warehouse. Several had
broken panes, and one section was totally shattered with the frames
twisted inward, a dark cavernous maw surrounded by mangled steel
teeth. Jordan crouched low and jumped. He pulled his arms in,
tucked his legs beneath him, and propelled himself through the
opening into the waiting darkness. His worn duster flared behind
him as he struck the floor in a three-point landing, amid broken
glass and bent metal.

The crescent moon offered little
illumination, but it was more than enough for Jordan’s enhanced
eyesight. He rose with the ease of a predator on the hunt and
looked around.

About fifty feet away lay rows of pallets
stacked high with construction materials. Jordan identified steel
siding, rebar in various diameters, different types of piping,
tubing for ventilation systems, along with what looked like engine
parts and even boilers. It might have been a place to store
supplies for outfitting the ships from the nearby docks, but
judging by the condition of the warehouse’s exterior and the piles
of garbage and assorted debris scattered among the pallets, it was
clearly abandoned. Yet another casualty of the less-than-ideal
economy, he thought, silently crossing the open space.

Roughly two-thirds of the way in, beyond the
rows of pallets, a wall of corrugated steel panels divided the
warehouse. In the middle of the metal partition, a door led deeper
into the building. Several rectangular windows, their glass also
shattered, ran along the wall on either side of the door. Looking
through them, Jordan could see desks, chairs and filing cabinets.
At the third-story level of the partition, a narrow catwalk looked
over the warehouse, with six more broken windows and another metal
door leading out to the catwalk. Past that door Jordan sensed the
energy signatures—twenty-seven in all.

Jordan halted at the mouth of a corridor
created by two long rows of pallets. He reached up and tapped the
mike connected to his earpiece.

“You guys there?” he whispered.

“We’re here. What’s up?” Jenna asked.

“I’m not sure. I just sensed a sudden change
in a couple dozen energy signatures in a warehouse down here and
I’m checking it out.”

“What do you mean by change?” Darien
inquired.

“Well, one moment they felt like normal
human energy and then they changed to—well—some kind of undead
energy.”

“Is something casting near there? Perhaps
you’re sensing an ongoing spell or active enchantment?” Darien
questioned further.

“I’m not sensing anything now, but it was a
lot like my kind of energy. It’s not Mondragoran, but it definitely
reminded me of revenant energy.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Could-” Before
Darien could continue, Jordan looked up and noticed the door on the
catwalk opening.

“Hold on a sec. Something’s moving,” he
whispered.

And then they came, pouring through the
doorway. Bundled in tattered clothes, and with no concern for
self-preservation, they began to tumble over the railing and
plummet two stories to the cement floor below. Jordan heard the
sounds of ruptured flesh and breaking bones as the bodies struck
the unforgiving surface. No sooner did they land than the throng
began to drag itself up. Oozing bodily fluids, they stared at
Jordan with yellow cataract-coated eyes, then in unison they
moaned, a lost sound, layered with desire…with hunger. They
shambled toward him with a jerky broken gait, arms outstretched;
then, heedless of shattered limbs and slippery fluids, they began
to pick up speed.

“Holy fuck,” Jordan muttered into the mike.
“I’ve got Night of the Living Dead going on down here! There’s a
shitload of hungry zombies charging me.”

“Impossible,” Darien responded immediately.
“There are no such things as zombies. Not the movie kind,
anyway.”

As the rag-tag horde bore down on him,
Jordan shook his head. “Darien, you’re the magic expert, but I’ve
seen enough zombie movies to know when I’m knee-deep in Romero
shit, so you’re gonna have to excuse me while I kick some undead
ass. By the way, get the hell over here,” he added, tapping his
mike off as the horde converged upon him.

Jordan drew heavily from his true essence
and was filled with chaos, rage, and madness…the energies of the
Mondragoran. Instantly, his alter ego flowed to the surface; he
discarded the soft flesh of Jordan Hanson and replaced it with the
undead revenant form of the Child of Shadows. His normally fair
skin faded to a deathly pallor, the skin pulled tightly against his
body, accenting muscles and tendons in a cadaverous manner. Thick
blue veins rose to the surface of his chalk-white flesh as endless
night swallowed his amber eyes. The flesh of his gums darkened, and
his teeth transformed to razor points. The deadly tips slipped
slightly past his thinned lips as the flesh of his face tightened,
creating harsh angles and planes. His short black hair darkened
further as inch-long ebony talons erupted from his fingers, forcing
his human nails to drop bloodlessly to the floor. As the first
zombie reached him, he smiled a shark’s grin as galaxies of silver
erupted in the darkness of his eyes. The Child of Shadows was not
afraid; he was the only predator here.

The first zombie grasped for him—and zombie,
despite Darien’s remark, was the only thing he could think to call
it. What else, he thought as the thing attempted to seize him with
its broken fingers, had gray flesh, jaundiced eyes, septic wounds
and reeked of rot and decay?

Male? Female? He couldn’t tell from its
bulky green parka and soiled sweatpants. The creature moaned
hungrily between split, oozing lips. Jordan raked his claws through
its face, splattering bones, cartilage, eyes and surrounding flesh
across the hungry mob. The living corpse tumbled into several
others—but another zombie was already grabbing his arm. He slammed
his other fist into its skull. The thing’s neck snapped and the
flesh tore away, as the force of the blow flipped its head back.
The pink tissue of the trachea and pale vertebrae glistened in the
ruined flesh as the corpse fell away. A third zombie attempted to
bite into Jordan’s shoulder but was having difficulty chewing
through the thick leather of his coat. He kicked back and
obliterated the zombie’s knee, shattering the bone and shredding
the muscles and tendons. It slumped down as the lower leg, now
attached by only a few torn pieces of skin, flopped about
uselessly, but showed no concern about the injury and continued to
worry Jordan’s shoulder.

Jordan turned to backhand another corpse,
then stabbed two talons directly into the shoulder muncher’s eye
sockets. Its eyes ruptured, but it continued to chew. Jordan pushed
further, crushing the skull and caving in the zombie’s forehead. He
shoved through the shattered bones and reached into the skull to
crush the soft tissues of the brain. The zombie finally gave up
trying to make a snack of his shoulder and dropped to the floor as
Jordan pulled his hand back in a shower of brain matter.

More zombies poured from the ground floor
door and converged on Jordan, as the first group attempted to drag
him down. Their strength was no match for his, but he didn’t like
being surrounded by a horde of rotting corpses and their putrid
stench. Clearly, he decided, this needed to end more quickly. He
crushed the skull of a bearded zombie, then shoved a
possibly-female one backward, impaling it on a pallet of
quarter-inch rebar. She—it—slowly twisted herself free from the
metal rods, unmindful as her intestines poured onto the floor.

As Jordan pushed back from the throng to
allow himself more room to maneuver, he noticed that the first
zombie, the one whose face he had removed, was up and staggering
around, grasping blindly at the air, while the one whose head was
mostly torn off and the two whose skulls he’d crushed remained
still. Huh, could it be that easy? he thought as a female in
a torn denim jacket reached for him. Jordan grabbed the zombie by
the shoulder and jerked it forward. He grasped it firmly under the
jaw, his hand digging into the sagging flesh of its throat, and
yanked upward. The head was ripped from the neck in a shower of
clotted blood. The zombie instantly went limp as he released the
body and tossed the head aside. Wow, it really is that simple:
destroy the brain or remove the head and the fucker’s dead. You are
so wrong, Darien. These are exactly like movie zombies.

Jordan focused his preternatural senses on
the nearby energy signatures to affirm his hypothesis, and was
pleased to see that the decapitated zombies and the ones whose
brains he’d destroyed were, in fact, mystically unraveling. Their
energies were drifting free from their now inanimate corpses.
Disconcertingly, however, the mob was absorbing those dissipating
energies and using them to regenerate. Their abilities seemed
similar to his life-absorbing nature, but not as efficient. As he
peered closely at the weave of power entwined through the undead,
it appeared to be a mess, so many arcane lines twisting and turning
upon one another—no, not a mess, he corrected himself, just
deviously complicated.

He watched with his mystic sight as the
zombie whose face he had ravaged absorbed a portion of ambient
energy and regenerated a sickly yellow eye, which it oriented
hungrily on him—but at the same instant, the flesh of one of its
hands ruptured and sloughed away, revealing the tendons and bones
of several fingers. The hand remained functional, the fingers
twitching and curling, but now it was a gory mess. This macabre
process was occurring with all of the living corpses; they were
drawing upon surrounding energies to keep themselves functional,
but only at a cost to some other portion of their anatomy.

It was as though someone wanted them
in a perpetual state of rot, Jordan thought, confused. He shrugged
inwardly; whatever the reason, at least he knew how to destroy them
now. He brutally pushed aside three zombies grabbing at his arm,
kicking another in the shoulder as it attempted futilely to bite
through his steel-toed boot. The cluster tumbled back momentarily,
and the crawling zombie rolled away with a crushed shoulder. The
rest of the horde quickly flowed toward Jordan as he moved past the
trio he’d forced away, but that was fine with him. He’d reached his
objective: the pallet piled high with quarter-inch rebar. The
zombie he had impaled earlier had just managed to pull herself free
as Jordan yanked a three-foot rod from the pile and plunged it into
her sore-encrusted forehead. She dropped to the floor amid the pile
of her intestines like a marionette whose strings had been cut.

Jordan grabbed a rod in either hand and
simultaneously shoved them into the eyes of the two closest
zombies. The heavy poles passed through the zombies’ skulls with a
sucking squelch, and they fell unmoving onto their backs. He’d
destroyed ten now, and he sensed that only seventeen remained; this
would be a piece of cake, he thought. Then a zombie near the pallet
bit heavily into his hand as he reached for another steel rod.

Reality twisted around him, and a sensation
of burrowing insects crept through his hand and up into his arm. He
slammed his free hand down upon the head of the zombie that was
latched onto him and squeezed, embedding razor talons deep into its
skull, then tore away the entire upper portion of its skull. But
his attack was too precise; while he’d removed most of the skull,
revealing the zombie’s glistening brain, the organ in question was
relatively unharmed, and the zombie continued to chew into his
hand.

The physical injury was nothing. The damage
was superficial, given his regenerative abilities. But the mystical
energies were another matter entirely. He could feel the spell they
channeled spiraling into him, attempting to rewrite his very
nature. Although the spell was well-constructed, it wouldn’t
normally have affected him so completely; the bigger problem was a
separate power reinforcing the spell, making it particularly
virulent and requiring more of his resources to counter its
influence. The energies in question were identical to those he’d
tasted earlier.

The remaining zombies piled upon Jordan in a
frenzy, dragging him down in his unexpectedly vulnerable state. He
could feel them tearing at his coat, at his flesh, as they forced
him to his knees. The spell was burning into his shoulder now, the
powerful energies that augmented it driving into his being in an
attempt to remake him into the image of his attackers. Needles of
burning acid began to seep into Jordan’s chest as the zombies tore
chunks of flesh from his hands, neck and face. But he felt no
fear—only rage.

“I’m the Child of Shadows, you fuckers! You
don’t eat me—I eat you!” he yelled. Millions of spikes of
Mondragoran power erupted from him, spearing the attacking zombies,
but his assault did not end there. Jordan brutally tore through
everything within hundreds of feet—zombies, rodents, insects and
microbes—and with a primal scream he absorbed all their energies.
The temperature in the warehouse plummeted as he momentarily
stilled the atoms. The attacking zombies fell away in a flurry of
dust and empty clothing. The roaches, rats, bacteria and viruses
fared no better. The Child of Shadows drained everything around
him, including the mystical infection attacking him.

Jordan slowly stood, flushed with power, his
flesh restored; he brushed the dust of his attackers from his hair
and coat. “Huh, maybe I should have done that to begin with,” he
mused as he looked around the now empty, sterile warehouse. Calming
himself, he searched the building and was both relieved and
saddened to find it devoid of any energy signatures. Jordan was
glad to have destroyed the zombies—and purged himself of the
mystical virus—but it scared him that he could so easily decimate
everything around him. Sometimes he was reminded what a monster he
was. Then, on the furthest periphery of his senses, due south of
his position, Jordan felt something: one remaining undead
signature. Beyond that, he felt a wealth of human energies. He
hadn’t gotten them all. While he was fighting, one had escaped—and
it had almost reached the more populated area of Belltown.

Jordan tapped his mike. “Guys, we’ve got a
problem. There’s a zombie about to reach a populated area due south
of me. Regardless of what you think, Darien, it is undead, it’s a
flesh eater and it’s contagious. If you don’t get to it first,
we’re going to have an epidemic of the living dead on our
hands.”

“Shit,” three voices uttered in unison as
Jordan dashed from the warehouse.

. . . .

Several tiny dark shapes with iridescent
dragonfly wings darted through a broken warehouse window and
pursued Jordan from above. Despite his speed, the creatures easily
kept pace with him. They cut through the cold night air in flesh
and form very different from their brethren. Where the hard bodies
of their kin were painted in riots of color and tufted with soft
fur, these creatures were darkest ebony, their bodies as smooth as
marble. But the most remarkable alteration to their forms was the
replacement of their heads with something more suited to their new
function—each altered fairy sported a small camera magically
grafted to its neck. They spiraled through the darkness, capturing
images and relaying them to their masters. From afar, Aftiel and
Almagest observed their ongoing experiment.
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Dripping blood and gore, it raced naked
through the streets, in the form of a man but with the mind of a
rabid animal. What once had been a loving father and husband was
now a hellish construct designed to spread fear and death. Only one
imperative existed in the broken remnants of the creature’s mind:
the overwhelming desire to feed.

The enchantments that animated the living
corpse amplified its sight, smell and hearing, and what was once
Mr. Robinson quickly closed in on what it feverishly craved—fresh
meat. It was not for sustenance, however, that it sought out
humans; the alchemist’s enchantments allowed for enough
regeneration to sustain the zombie. Instead, it sought its prey for
a much more immediate motive. Mr. Almagest had ensured that the
taste of human flesh and blood was the only thing that eased the
anguish of his creations’ undead existence, locking them into an
endless feeding frenzy. For the briefest of moments, the meat
blocked the nightmarish sensations of the body decomposing, the
organs liquefying, the flesh rotting.

Prior to Mr. Robinson’s rebirth, nothing
like him had existed on Earth. There were magical constructs called
“zombies,” but they were not the type that Mr. Almagest was
interested in creating. For one thing, very few zombies were truly
undead; most were products of Vodou. Those zombies were simple
creatures whose souls had been removed through alchemical spells
and placed in enchanted vessels. The same process also removed all
independent desire and thought. Once bound in this manner by a
bokor sorcerer, the subjects became mindless automatons, conscious
but with no will of their own. They were not undead, just
enthralled slaves that still ate, slept, aged and died. The only
thing they were good for was mindless routinized labor. And while
they did not acknowledge pain, they had no special strengths or
abilities; they just did what they were ordered until their bodies
ceased to function.

No, Mr. Almagest was not interested in a
creation that would serve only as slave labor. He wanted to fashion
something truly terrifying. He wanted the zombies of the movies:
creatures that did not live but would not die, things that felt no
pain and would allow no injury, no matter how severe, to deter them
from their quest for human flesh. The alchemist watched through the
lenses of his fairies as his zombie ambled toward the sound of
happy people.

. . . .

“Your monitoring drones are quite
efficient,” Aftiel remarked as they viewed the input from the
multiple arcane windows suspended in the air before them.

The alchemist nodded, watching his beta
subject and the unknown revenant on separate displays.

They had reached the Robinsons’ as quickly
as possible after leaving the warehouse. Mr. Almagest had dashed to
the basement, returning with a small cedar chest carved with
protective runes and sealed with strong enchantments. With a smile,
he’d revealed the contents: eight specially-crafted augmented fairy
corpses. They represented a seamless fusion of magic and
technology: undead creatures that offered speed and stealth
combined with advanced monitoring technology. Aftiel had been
pleased, quickly realizing their value. Once he had ascertained
that the alchemist could create more, he’d imbued the miniature
revenants with a touch of his power so they could return more
quickly to the warehouse. His power would accelerate their
dissolution, but they didn’t want the fairies to miss any encounter
between the unknown being and Mr. Almagest’s creations.

While tuning the fairies to the remaining
computer monitors, it had it had been Mr. Almagest’s turn to be
pleased. Aftiel had, with a few arcane gestures, transferred the
signals from the computers to multiple panes of energy that he’d
conjured into the air. The panes of liquid power offered
resolutions superior to anything the alchemist could have
purchased, and Aftiel could manipulate them with a thought. He
could zoom in or out, lighten or darken images, increase sound,
transfer the focus of the drones—anything the alchemist’s
monitoring program could have done and far more. Mr. Almagest knew
that Aftiel had familiarized himself with modern technology, but
was nevertheless impressed with the angel’s ability to improve upon
it without hesitation.

“I have to admit, I’m disappointed how
quickly the revenant destroyed the secondary vectors and countered
the infection. I had expected better,” Mr. Almagest offered in
apology.

“I would not have assisted you if I did not
believe your experiment had merit. This new variable—this
revenant—if it is what I believe it to be, has power far beyond
your vectors and even your mystical infection. This is an
unexpected turn of fate, but it may play out in my favor. We shall
observe events and decide how to proceed after they have run their
course.”

“Of course,” the alchemist muttered,
silently cursing the pallid, clawed thing that pursued his precious
creation.

. . . .

Cutting through alleys and side roads,
Darien led Jenna and Paul in a desperate attempt to intercept the
undead being. Dressed as they were in apparent biker leathers and
running through the streets, they were attracting attention, but
there was little they could do if it meant delaying even an
instant.

“I’m sensing revenant energy a few blocks
ahead,” Darien whispered into his mike as he dodged around a small
group exiting a restaurant. “If we keep this pace, we should cut
off the creature before it encounters anyone.”

“It’s going to be close,” Jenna added.
“There are human life forces close to it.”

“We should get there in time,” Dugan
responded, slightly out of breath.

“Guys, I’m heading your way as fast as I
can, but the zombie’s got a lead on me. Whatever you do, don’t let
it bite you. It’s carrying some kind of mystical virus that
transforms you into a zombie. One of them bit me–I felt the virus
trying to take me over, but I managed to burn it out of my system.”
Jordan paused. “The spell’s really powerful; if a human’s bitten I
think they’ll transform quickly. I hate to say this, but you may
have to kill anyone who’s infected before they transform.”

Darien sighed. “Noted. I‘m not certain what
we’re dealing with, as this creature does not conform to any undead
I know, but I trust your judgment. If we cannot contain anyone
bitten, we will take the necessary measures. Are we all agreed on
this?” Darien turned to Jenna and Dugan as he led them into a side
alley.

“We need to be to open other options,” Jenna
replied, “but if it means stopping some kind of plague I think I
can do it.”

“I can handle it, lass.” Dugan patted the
side of his jacket. “I’m carrying a .45 with a silencer and several
clips. I should be able to neutralize anyone infected without
drawing too much attention.”

“It’s not ‘neutralizing’ when they’re
innocents, Paul—it’s killing.”

“Of course, my dear,” Dugan grunted,
tripping over the leg of someone sleeping beside a dumpster.

“Watch it, asshole!” a male voice
slurred.

“And a good evening to you too, sir,” Dugan
muttered sarcastically, rounding the corner to follow Jenna and
Darien down another narrow side road between tall buildings.

“I’m almost there, guys,” Jordan’s voice
came through. “You need to be careful—you can’t rely on just
wounding this thing. They don’t seem to feel pain, and they’ve got
this fucked-up regeneration spell that draws ambient energy to
repair them. If you destroy the brain or separate it from the rest
of the body, though, they won’t regenerate.”

The trio emerged onto an empty two-lane road
at the base of a steep hill. Darien stopped short beneath one of
the few streetlights, his right hand raised slightly. Jenna and
Dugan came and stood to either side of the alchemist as he stared
up the darkened road. A lone figure materialized at the top of the
hill. It staggered to a swaying halt, then slowly oriented toward
them. A plaintive wail erupted from the creature as it stumbled
down the hill, arms outstretched.

“We need to be careful, but we also need to
understand what this being is,” Darien cautioned as he began to
weave his fingers in the air. “I’m going to slow it down with a
spell. Paul, can you shoot its knees or ankles to immobilize it
further?”

“Yeah, I can manage that.” Dugan drew his
modified Colt M1911 from beneath his jacket and stepped to the side
of the road.

“Damn it, Darien, don’t fuck with it! Just
kill it!” Jordan yelled into their ears.

“I know what I’m doing, Jordan. We will
destroy it, but I need this opportunity to understand it.” Darien
completed his casting as the living corpse was halfway down the
hill. The asphalt beneath its feet suddenly exploded upward. Debris
tore into the creature’s legs and sent it tumbling down the road
toward them.

“Spread out,” Darien ordered. “Jenna, ready
a binding spell. Paul, take your shot.” Dugan nodded, taking a
bracing stance and aiming as the living corpse rolled to the base
of the road and into the weak glow from the streetlight.

The revenant immediately began to pull
itself up. Its flesh was torn and abraded. Blood oozed from
numerous wounds, and a foul odor emanated from it. Four loud pops,
one after another, echoed into the air. The first blew away a good
chunk of the corpse’s right knee, forcing it to kneel on one leg.
The second shot tore through the left knee in a splatter of meat,
bone and pus and sent the undead to the ground face first. It had
started to claw itself upright as the third and fourth shots ripped
through its right elbow, leaving the limb barely attached by a few
strands of meat. As the undead squirmed on the ground amid the
blood and gore, Jenna wove invisible bands of energy around its
arms and legs, pulling them tightly against its body. Darien
followed with another spell, as he tossed a reddish powder into the
air from one of the vials attached to the inside of his jacket.

“I’m temporarily disrupting the energies in
the immediate vicinity so the revenant cannot easily regenerate,”
Darien explained as he approached the now-powerless undead. “This
will give us a moment to study it.” He reached down carefully,
grasped the creature by the shoulders, and flipped it over, quickly
stepping back. He proceeded to pace around the corpse, observing
it, as Dugan and Jenna approached. It futilely gnashed its broken
teeth, following Darien with its cataract-covered yellow eyes.

“Both of you keep a safe distance, but take
as many pictures as you can from different angles. Focus on those
sigils and runes carved into its chest.” Darien removed a white
crystal from his pocket and held it in one hand, manipulating the
air above the creature with the other. Dugan and Jenna took out
their phones and began snapping pictures.

“I’m at the top of the road; I can see you
guys. I’ll be right there,” Jordan’s voice echoed into their
ears.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Darien
muttered, as the crystal fluctuated from blue to red. He crouched
down beside the living corpse and pointed at the bloody patterns
carved into its chest as Jordan joined the group. “These
necromantic sigils and regeneration runes are extremely complex.
They’d be difficult enough to activate individually, but to link
them so they function in tandem without ripping the body apart is
astounding.” He stood slowly, keeping an eye on the living corpse.
“It’s also horrific—the subject would have to have been alive for
most of the procedure.” He shook his head. “No human with any
compassion would perpetrate this on another human being. This is a
grotesque creation—an elegant, superbly designed monster.”

“He wasn’t just a subject, you know,” Jenna
commented, pointing at the living corpse’s left hand and the gold
band on its ring finger. “He was someone’s husband. Someone loved
him and now he’s been turned into this…creature, this zombie.”

“Is there any chance we can turn him back?”
Dugan asked, stepping closer.

“No, of that I’m certain,” Darien answered.
“This brief field analysis has already revealed significant tissue
and organ damage. The regeneration enchantments will probably keep
the corpse mobile for a few weeks, but eventually it will fail. The
crystal reveals quite a bit of decay in the brain as well. I
suspect, on closer study, that I will discover that the only
healthy portions are relegated to mobility—and,” Darien pointed at
the revenant and it snapped in the direction of his finger, “this
obvious compulsion to feed.”

“Maybe it’s like when a rabid animal
overreacts to stimuli and becomes prone to biting,” Dugan
commented.

“Actually,” Darien continued as he glanced
about, “I think this behavior has a very specific purpose.” He
turned to Jordan. “You were right when you described this as a
zombie as you know them. It isn’t anything like the types of zombie
I have known, most of which are basically mindless slaves. I think
this poor soul was designed to mimic the kind of zombies you see in
modern-day movies. It took a keen mind in the mystical arts and
alchemy to design this revenant—a genius-level intellect with no
sense of empathy or concern for what his creation might do.”

“Perhaps he knew exactly what it would do.”
Jordan stared down at the zombie. “We just got incredibly lucky and
caught it in time.”

Jenna shivered, wrapping her arms around
herself. “What now?”

“Whatever we decide, it better be quick.”
Jordan cocked his head to the side. “We’re out in the open, and I
can hear sirens off in the distance. There’s a good chance someone
called the police when they heard Dugan’s shots.”

“I wish we could safely transport the zombie
while it’s functioning, but the chance of infection is too great,”
Darien said. “I need to study the body further. Jordan, I need you
to remove the head, since that seems to be a safe way to render
this new form of zombie inert. Then take the remains into the
alley. Jenna, use one of your shielding cantrips to hide your
presence and lead Jordan to where we first left the restaurant
district and entered the alleys. I’ll clean up the remains here.”
Darien removed a small clear spray bottle filled with purple fluid
from his jacket. “Paul, you head back and get the car.”

“You’re making me run all the way back to
the car because you think I don’t eat right, aren’t you?” Dugan
huffed, as Jordan bent down and reached toward the gnashing
zombie’s head.

. . . .

Mr. Almagest was still fuming as he watched
the revenant and his companions load his ruined creation into the
trunk of their car. He was sure he’d chipped at least two of his
teeth grinding them together while the revenant—Jordan, he would
remember that name—tore the head from his beta subject. The
decapitation immediately disrupted the delicately balanced
enchantments that animated the corpse, destroying it and the
precious virus contained within.

“We have only two drones remaining,” Aftiel
commented, observing the floating displays as he followed the car
via Mr. Almagest’s fairies. Two had been eradicated by the
energy-absorbing attack at the warehouse, and four more had ceased
functioning not long after the beta subject was destroyed,
succumbing to system overload from the angel’s boost of energy.
Their ebony bodies had plummeted from the sky to splatter on roofs
or amid traffic in a mixture of metal and meat.

“If you link them through the navigation
system, we can see exactly which streets they’re traveling on,” the
alchemist offered.

“A good suggestion.” Aftiel instantly caused
a floating display to show a satellite map, revealing the current
route of the car. “I have such knowledge of your world, but it did
not readily occur to me to apply it in this manner. Your innate
understanding makes you an invaluable resource to me.”

“Thank you…um, how do you wish me to refer
to you?”

Aftiel continued to monitor the displays.
“Lord Aftiel or My Lord will suffice. As long as you show me proper
respect and deference, you will be fine.” Aftiel’s blond brows drew
together into a frown as the input went blank from one of the two
remaining fairies. “This will not do…we will lose the final drone
within moments and we still have no indication where they are
going. We shall make a trade and see what is to be gained.” Aftiel
focused on the remaining monitor with the visual input from the
last fairy. The display went black, but now the sound of voices
echoed in the room. The voices were coming from the vehicle the
last drone was following.

Marvelous. Mr. Almagest quietly
beamed.

“How long do you think it will take to
analyze the remains?” asked a voice that Aftiel and Almagest now
identified as Jordan.

“With Paul’s assistance, it will not take
more than a day. We should get some rest; in the morning, while we
study the zombie, you and Jenna can try to locate this Ravencloak
the girl spoke about.”

“Good enough,” a third man added. “Since
we’re almost home, anyone feel like grabbing some burgers?”

“Really….” The woman’s voice was silenced as
the navigation image vanished from the floating display.

“It is enough,” Aftiel said with a smile.
“We have a general location for the home of this most interesting
revenant. Mr. Almagest, I will need more of your drones as soon as
possible. Begin their construction.”

“Yes, Lord Aftiel,” the alchemist nodded,
heading to the basement to thaw out more fairy corpses.
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The next morning found the sky filled with
heavy grey clouds as Jordan and Jenna set out to locate the one
called Ravencloak. The sun was a distant memory, buried behind the
overcast that rolled ponderously above, and the gloom was
accompanied by chill winds that seemed to cut through the air with
an almost malicious intent. Occasional spatters of frigid rain
sprinkled the windshield as they drove. Moving through the waking
city, Jenna felt as though an invisible force weighed down upon
them. Despite the warmth from the truck’s heater, her wool sweater
and brown pea coat, she shivered involuntarily.

Jordan glanced knowingly toward her as he
parked the beat-up Ford truck at the side of the road. He turned
the ignition and reached across to take her hand, looking into her
blue eyes with a warm smile revealing his crow’s feet. “It’s not
like before,” he said, squeezing her hand gently. “Yeah, we’re
probably dealing with some nasty supernatural asshole, maybe even a
pissed-off angel, but it’s not them. I’m sure of that. It’s just
coincidence it’s fucking cold and cloudy while we’re out looking
for a supernatural being.” Jordan leaned over and kissed her. “Just
that and nothing more.”

“Quoth the raven?” she asked, grinning, as
he drew back.

“I think that’s ‘nevermore’ but sure,” he
responded with a chuckle, opening the door and climbing out.
Slender fingers of ice immediately invaded the protective warmth
held within the Ford.

Jordan stepped out of the truck in his
preferred attire: worn black steel-toed Red Wing boots, old jeans,
a faded grey T-shirt with an indecipherable picture on it and his
beat-up duster. Jenna had sewn up several tears in it after the
zombie fight, and it would need a good cleaning to remove the
powdered remains of the undead, but the heavy leather duster had
emerged relatively intact under the circumstances.

As Jordan came around to the passenger side,
Jenna realized that he’d made her feel better. He understood her
fear of the Mondragoran. If they weren’t dealing with those insane
gods, she could handle whatever came their way. As he opened her
door, she stepped out and kissed him, her hands running through his
short black hair. She sometimes missed the look and feel when his
hair had been longer, but he’d started cutting it short years ago,
about the same time he stopped wearing the silver ankh in his ear;
long hair and piercings weren’t him anymore.

He was still very much the person she’d come
to love five years ago, but he’d also grown in some ways. Jordan
had finally come to terms with his inner darkness and accepted all
that came with it. She knew he could be volatile and deadly, but he
was also capable of great passion and conviction, wry humor and a
gentle touch. He cared about people more than he would ever admit.
No matter the cost to himself, he would always fight to protect the
innocent and those he loved—especially her. Even though he wasn’t
human anymore and was certainly dangerous, she trusted him
completely. More often than she liked, Jordan referred to himself
as a monster. Perhaps in truth he was, but as she kissed him and he
held her, Jenna knew that he was her monster.

“I’d say a penny for your thoughts, but that
never seems to work with you,” he laughed as she stepped away.

“They’re not that complicated,” she
responded, her words drifting on the cloud her breath created. “I
was just thinking how lucky I am to have you.”

“Excellent,” he said with a grin, “can I
bring that up next time I piss you off?” Only the barest whisper of
mist mingled with his words. While different from most revenants,
Jordan’s body was still undead and did not generate warmth. If he
remained in one place long enough, his body eventually matched the
ambient temperatures around him. Jenna had learned to keep the
thermostat up in the apartment if she wanted him to hold her at
night.

“Nope, it’s a girl’s prerogative to ignore
such things when her boyfriend’s being an ass.”

“Fair enough.” Jordan turned toward a row of
brick tenements. He glanced down at his phone and pointed toward
the furthest of the old buildings. “According to the GPS, the
shorter building at the end is The Mission. It’s a community
kitchen, not a food bank, so maybe with the people coming for
breakfast we’ll have better luck finding someone who knows
something.”

“Maybe,” she responded doubtfully, “but
since we haven’t learned anything at the shelters and food banks
we’ve visited so far, I’m not feeling too confident. Do you think
this hypothesis of Darien’s is any good?”

“Not really sure.” Jordan slipped the phone
into the side pocket of his coat. “But it seems as likely as
anything else we have to go on. Lori said Ravencloak was nearby and
fed on human pain, so Darien’s theory that he might find psychic
nourishment at these kinds of places seems plausible.”

“That’s assuming what she said is true. What
if it’s not? We don’t really know anything about her. Do you think
she’s the real deal? An oracle I mean?”

“I don’t know, but I’ve gotta admit those
drawings were pretty convincing. Still, with magic you can never be
too sure. I do think it’s sort of odd that Darien was so quiet when
it came to talking about the kid,” Jordan shrugged slightly, “but
he seemed to accept what she told us after he saw the drawings.
About all I feel sure of right now is that she’s not some
supernatural evil. When I was around her I just sensed a normal
human kid.”

“Of course, you don’t have to be
supernatural to be evil,” Jenna added somberly.

“True, but I’d like to think a kid who
dresses like some kind of goth kitty isn’t. Let’s run with that for
now.”

Jenna nodded as she pulled on her gloves and
shoved her hands deep into her coat pockets. “Okay, I can do that
for now.” She looked back toward The Mission. “What’s the plan?
Just go in and look around?”

Jordan shook his head. “That hasn’t worked
so far. Let’s scope this place out a bit more.” Jordan pointed
toward the building beside The Mission. “We can get up that fire
escape easily enough. Let’s take a look from up top before we go in
and poke around.”

“We’re going to do a stakeout like in a bad
police show?”

“Sure,” Jordan responded, slipping his bare
hands into the pockets of his duster. He headed for the tenement
with the black iron fire escape. “Who knows, if things get
interesting maybe you can play good witch to my bad revenant.”

“Humph, I can play bad witch just fine,”
Jenna chuckled as she walked beside him.

. . . .

From the Robinsons’ tree-filled back yard, a
swarm of macabre creatures were released into the early hours of
the morning. They darted high into the dull sky and quickly
dispersed. Silent and nearly invisible in the heavy overcast, the
mechanized fairies flew toward designated portions of the city to
begin overlapping patterns of surveillance. While not as powerful
as their predecessors in speed, viewing magnification or auditory
range, these few dozen, the last of Mr. Almagest’s specialized
fairies, would endure far longer. Aftiel had been more circumspect
when applying his unique energies to these drones, allowing them to
maintain aerial reconnaissance for weeks if necessary before
suffering burnout. Both Aftiel and Mr. Almagest were confident that
that the drones could locate their quarry before they reached their
date of expiration.

The alchemist watched until the last fairy
disappeared from sight. He tugged lightly on the cuffs of his
long-sleeved dress shirt, absently concealing the swirling patterns
on his wrists. Brushing at non-existent dirt on his tweed vest, he
turned and entered the house to monitor the input from the
drones.

Aftiel remained, quietly staring in the
direction the drones had flown. The back yard was thickly enclosed
by trees and bushes from all sides, and although the angel had
dropped his glamour the neighbors were neither close enough nor
awake to see the pale, naked Adonis as he stood on the cold
dew-covered lawn. Soon I will locate you, Mondragoran construct,
and then I shall discover what type of weapon the world devourers
have left behind…and how I can use it to suit my needs.

. . . .

Jordan had easily accessed the fire escape
ladder of the building overlooking The Mission, allowing Jenna and
him onto the roof. Once there, they’d found a good position to view
the entrance to the community kitchen and the narrow alley between
the buildings. Jenna then cast a cantrip to keep herself warm while
they watched the comings and goings of The Mission’s clientele.

Dozens of people—the poor, the homeless, the
lost—had quietly shuffled in for the early breakfast and were now
trickling back out. Jordan felt that in some barely discernible
manner, perhaps a head held higher, a step with more purpose or a
gentle laugh, they seemed happier than when they’d first
entered.

Jordan and Jenna carefully scrutinized the
energy signatures of those visiting The Mission but sensed nothing
unusual. Growing bored and restless, they’d finally decided it was
time to go down and check out the inside, when two men with
grizzled beards, worn coats and grey and black knit caps entered
the alley from the side door of the community kitchen. The men had
quickly moved down the alley, stopping by a dumpster. The man with
the grey cap pulled a bottle wrapped in a paper bag from his coat,
which they passed back and forth. Huddled as they were beside the
dumpster, neither man noticed four heavily-bundled figures entering
the alley, a pair from either side. Hands in pockets, the newcomers
were dressed in heavy parkas that had seen better days. The hoods
of their coats were pulled up and hung low over their faces,
obscuring their features in shadow. However, they moved with a
distinctive hunched gait that Jenna and Jordan easily recognized:
kobolds.

As the silent predators advanced, Jenna
turned to whisper Jordan’s name, but it was unnecessary—he’d
already climbed to the ledge of the roof and was preparing to jump
down.

Perhaps a kobold made a noise, or some
primal awareness warned the men of the encroaching threat. They
turned suddenly toward the figures approaching them. The man
holding the bottle glanced nervously around the dumpster to see the
other pair closing the distance. Jordan smelled the salty, sour
odor of fear rise up from the alley. Too late, the men recognized
the danger and knew they would not make it back inside in time.

Jenna was deftly weaving a shielding spell
in her mind to protect the men as Jordan prepared to drop onto the
kobolds, when the door to the community kitchen opened and a tall,
lean man entered the alley. He was dressed in faded black jeans, a
loose-fitting grey sweatshirt and a dirty white apron tied at his
waist. From above, they could see he had shockingly white hair
pulled back in a long tail that ran down to the middle of his back.
Jenna and Jordan paused as the man, seemly oblivious to the dire
situation, carried a large garbage bag to the dumpster, opened the
receptacle and tossed it in.

Both pairs of kobolds had stopped advancing
and were clearly watching the white-haired man as he stepped back
from the dumpster and for the first time seemed to take notice of
the men huddled beside it. “Bo, Mark, how many times have I said
you shouldn’t be drinking alone in these alleys?” a surprisingly
deep yet kind voice chided the two men.

The man with the grey cap quickly pulled it
from his head and nodded. “We’re sorry, Jeremiah, sometimes we
don’t listen so good.” Without being asked, like a child caught
stealing a cookie, he thrust the wrapped bottle toward the
white-haired man. Jeremiah took the bottle, opened the dumpster and
tossed it in. He shook his head gently. “Obviously.” He raised his
left arm and, with an unusually long finger, pointed toward the
door leading inside the building. “Why don’t you both go back
inside while I deal with things out here?” It was said softly, but
as Jeremiah lowered his arm it was clear that it was a request with
only one option.

“Yes, sir,” they said simultaneously, then
dashed toward the door.

During the brief conversation, both pairs of
kobolds had remained still. Even now, as they watched their prey
unexpectedly escape, they made no attempt to approach. They were
clearly confused, and that confusion made them hesitant.

Jeremiah watched Bo and Mark as they entered
The Mission, but did not look at or acknowledge the kobolds in any
way. He stood with his hands by his sides, looking ahead as though
studying something on the wall behind the dumpster. The kobolds
were now clearly agitated and had begun to fidget, clenching their
hands in their pockets and glancing about warily. They had begun
stepping their feet up and down slightly, transferring weight back
and forth from the balls to heels of their feet in a clearly
inhuman manner. As Jordan and Jenna watched from above, it was
obvious that the kobolds were barely holding in check their urge to
rush forward toward the man who had sent their prey away.

“I have made it abundantly clear that the
humans who choose to come here are under my protection,” the deep
baritone echoed forebodingly in the narrow alley. “You should not
be here.” As the man spoke, Jordan and Jenna felt power flood the
alley. A tremendous energy welled up from where Jeremiah stood. It
was primal and alien and drained the warmth from the surrounding
area. Jordan sensed that the eldritch power was ancient and
boundless, like a deep ocean that seemed to go on forever. And like
an ocean, it was also cold and unforgiving as it flowed down the
length of the alley high up against the walls of the buildings.
“You will not prey upon these people—ever,” Jeremiah announced as
he raised his arms, his long-fingered hands pointing loosely down
either side of the alley.

Now, as the glacial energy washed across
them, it was the kobolds who sensed peril. Jordan scented fear
again, a bitter acrid odor, rising up on frigid currents. Both
pairs of kobolds turned and ran, or loped, as quickly as they
could, yips of fear like frightened puppies revealing the nature
that their heavy clothing concealed. They needn’t have bothered to
flee–their fates had been sealed the moment Jeremiah had entered
the alley.

From his back, to either side of his long
white tail of hair, thick twisting coils of ebony bled through his
shirt and expanded behind him. Muted rainbows like living oil
slicks shimmered through the rapidly-expanding canopy of darkness
that took shape over Jeremiah’s head. As the transformation
continued, he became the being Jordan and Jenna had encountered
five years earlier, the one Lori now dubbed Ravencloak. In an
instant, the oily darkness curved over him and took a definite
form—wings. Dark and deadly wings.

The kobolds had almost made it to the ends
of the alleyway when Ravencloak’s wings dropped to his sides and
shot in both directions toward them. Twisting and looping in upon
themselves, they extended impossibly down the cold stone corridor.
They sped toward their prey in the blink of an eye, and amid the
darkness and oily rainbows, shapes much like feathers took form,
feathers of frozen razored night.

As the ends of the wings came in contact
with the kobolds, they exploded into twisting streamers that
engulfed the doomed creatures. The coils of darkness stopped the
kobolds’ escape and dragged them back toward Ravencloak. He
remained still with his arms extended, showing no visible effort as
the kobolds were yanked viciously from the ground and spiraled
through the air toward him.

The kobolds made little noise as they were
engulfed, despite the fact that that the undulating darkness was
literally ripping into them. But the reason for their relative
silence was simple: the oily darkness stifled them as it streamed
into their muzzled noses, stabbed into their eyes and poured down
their throats. It wrapped and smothered them as it drew them toward
Ravencloak. And then, when it ran out of natural openings, it began
to forge new ones. As the dark cloak drew the kobolds ever closer,
the wings shredded the kobolds even more quickly as they tumbled
through the air.

Jordan and Jenna watched as cloth, flesh and
blood flew from the kobolds held within the deadly embrace. But
even as the meaty fragments were ejected, lines of twisting
feathered night grasped the debris and pulled it back into the
whole, so that nothing littered the floor of the alley or spattered
onto the brick walls. As the wings spiraled toward Jeremiah, the
remains of the kobolds quickly dwindled so that when the last
vestiges of darkness were drawn back into the slender man’s body,
nothing remained to show that the kobolds had ever been there.

Jeremiah lowered his arms to his sides as
the forces that had rolled out from him frayed apart and
disappeared. The cold foreign eddies of power gave way to the
warmth of this reality as he walked toward the door leading into
The Mission. He laid a pale, long-fingered hand on the door handle,
then paused, cocking his head a little and looking up and behind
him—directly toward Jordan and Jenna. He smiled slightly.
Perhaps you should come inside so we can talk? a familiar
voice echoed into their minds.


Chapter
Fourteen

Jordan was seated on a narrow bench at a
long white pine table, a worn blue ceramic mug peppered with random
white dots held between his hands. The comforting smell of
freshly-brewed coffee with a hint of hazelnut drifted up to him.
Jenna sat beside him with a similar mug, only hers was filled with
hot water with a pouch of Earl Grey tea. They were surrounded by a
quiet murmur of conversation as the patrons of The Mission finished
their meals. Despite having just witnessed the sudden and violent
demise of the kobolds, Jordan was relatively at ease. He sensed
that Jenna felt the same, as the white-haired supernatural returned
carrying a black plastic tray. It held plates of assorted muffins
and scones, a small brown crock of butter with a blue-handled knife
sticking out, an open white porcelain bowl crammed with sugar cubes
and a matching creamer filled with milk.

They hadn’t really spoken to the being Lori
called Ravencloak yet. When he and Jenna had climbed down from the
roof and entered the alleyway, he’d been waiting patiently by the
door. With a nod, he’d opened the door and politely gestured to
them to enter. On the way down the fire escape, Jordan and Jenna
had agreed that, while Ravencloak was obviously powerful and
dangerous, they had no reason to see him as a threat. Jordan felt
he could match the supernatural’s powers with his own, and Jenna
had her shielding spells primed just in case. They might be
entering a lion’s den, but it certainly wouldn’t be as sheep.

The alley door had led them into a large and
well-kept kitchen. A handful of people in jeans and t-shirts with
white aprons were bustling around preparing breakfast: bacon,
sausage, eggs, pancakes, muffins, plates of fresh fruit. Nothing
was overly fancy, but it all smelled delicious. As they passed
through the kitchen with its multiple stoves, long metal tables,
and assorted cooking utensils hanging from metal racks, it was
clear through the clatter of preparation that the meals were made
with care. Ravencloak had then brought them through two black
swinging doors with porthole windows into a large cafeteria with a
dozen or so cafeteria-style tables, mostly filled with people still
eating breakfast.

The interior of The Mission was sparse but
pleasant. The walls were light beige, and framed paintings of
Seattle landscapes were scattered across them.
Ravencloak—Jeremiah—Jordan hadn’t decided what to call him yet—had
led them to an empty table in a corner near the entrance. He’d
offered to get them coffee and tea and something to eat, which
they’d accepted. Although Jordan didn’t have to eat, he’d grown
accustomed to having regular meals with Jenna, and he knew she’d
forgotten to eat that morning. Neither of them was particularly
worried that a being that could devour kobolds with magical wings
of darkness in seconds was likely to poison them where he
apparently worked. The supernatural clearly didn’t want to reveal
his nature to those around him, and if he’d wanted to harm them it
would have been far easier and more discreet to kill them in the
alley.

“If you’d like anything else, I can get it
for you,” the white-haired man said as he put the tray down and
began to place the contents onto the table.

Jenna reached for a blueberry scone. “This
is fine,” she assured him, spreading butter onto her scone. The
supernatural nodded with a smile, then sat down across from
Jordan.

Ravencloak appeared far less surreal than
the first time they’d met. That introduction had been during the
final battle against the Mondragoran, deep in the tunnels beneath
the bank. Ravencloak had freed Lori from a demon that had trapped
her in its flesh.

He was still pale, but his features didn’t
seem as alien as before—they were somehow less harsh and
angular—and of course he was not cloaked in a mantle of black
feathers. He was still clearly different, though, with the white
hair, which he’d pulled into a tail, and matching eyebrows and
eyelashes. His thin lips were pale pink and almost feminine. He
reminded Jordan of an albino—except for the dark brown eyes. No,
Jordan thought as he looked into those eyes, he didn’t look
inhuman, but he did look like an anorexic Nordic basketball player.
Ravencloak chuckled.

“You can read my thoughts?” Jordan asked,
not particularly surprised given the mental request in the alley
and their first encounter.

“Sometimes—although it is easier for me to
project my words into another’s mind. I can read strong surface
thoughts, however, if the individual is not actively trying to keep
me out. There are methods to block such intrusions,” he added,
looking toward Jenna. “I cannot, for example, read her surface
thoughts, because she has been trained to block others. Regardless,
I have no intent pry into yours. It was just that your thoughts—”
he nodded to Jordan—“resonate rather loudly, and I found the last
one amusing.” He extended his right hand. “I am not certain where
you came up with Ravencloak, but I call myself Jeremiah now, and I
would be pleased if you would do so.”

Jordan took his hand. It felt warm, normal.
“I’m Jordan.”

Jenna extended hers as Jeremiah released
Jordan’s. “I’m Jenna.”

“A pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he
said, inclining his head toward her.

“So you work here?” Jordan asked, glancing
past Jeremiah toward the kitchen.

“Actually, I own The Mission. I purchased
this building two years ago and keep it running through
donations.”

Jordan looked pointedly at Jeremiah. “You
use this place to feed. These people are your food.” It was a
statement, not a question.

Jenna tensed, not expecting Jordan to be so
direct so soon. She watched Jeremiah’s reaction.

His expression remained calm. “The answer to
both of your questions is yes, but the situation is complicated. I
do not wish anyone here to be hurt, although I will protect myself
if necessary.”

Jordan sipped his coffee. “I’m not going to
jump you or anything. I saw you save those guys from the
kobolds—but I’d like to know what’s going on here before we go any
further. I need to know what kind of monster you are.”

“As opposed to the kind of monster you are?”
Jeremiah responded with no hint of sarcasm.

“Exactly. We’re both monsters, but I’ve
learned that not all monsters are equally bad. I need to know what
kind you are and whether I can work with you.”

“I understand.” Jeremiah folded his hands on
the table and continued. “I know it has been a while since we met;
do you recall what I told you of myself then?”

Jenna spoke first. “You said you fed on pain
but couldn’t be the source of it. You said there had to be some
sort of trade for what you took. That’s why you offered to help
Lori—because she hadn’t been offered anything in return for her
pain.”

“Lori? I recall our initial encounter, and
you did not know the child at that time. She was simply an innocent
that you wished to save. How…?” Jeremiah trailed off, focusing on
Jordan. “No. I honored our agreement; I took the child’s pain and
memories of that event. She could not have regained them on her
own.” Jeremiah paused. “Ah, yes, if she is an oracle she would be
connected to her past incarnations and they would have been able to
reconstruct the memories that I removed.”

“Okay, obvious or not, do me a favor and use
words rather than snagging things from my noggin,” Jordan
commented, annoyed.

“Of course; my apologies again. You are just
so…robust with some of your thoughts.”

“Lori’s the reason we’re here now. She’s the
one who called you Ravencloak. She said we needed your help,”
Jordan continued.

“Yes, that makes sense. An oracle would have
some understanding of my true nature. I was going to ask why you
had chosen to locate me at this time, but that is no longer
necessary. A pity the child had to recall those events. They would
be most…unpleasant for a young mind.” Jeremiah sighed. “I should
continue with my explanation. You are correct, Jenna—I psychically
feed on sentient creatures’ pain and suffering. I soak such
energies into myself and they give me life and power.”

“I remember our meeting too,” Jordan
interrupted, “and you said or I guess thought to us that the
pain had to ‘originate naturally,’ that you couldn’t be the source.
What did that mean? Why can’t you be the source? I’d think you
could get a lot more power that way.”

“It is simple. By nature I feed on the
energies generated from sentient pain and suffering; however, if I
am directly responsible for creating those states a psychic link is
forged between myself and my...to use your words, Jordan, food
source. Such a link creates a feedback loop that negates the
nourishment I would otherwise receive. It is for this reason that I
try to create an equitable trade with those from whom I seek
nourishment. By not causing the pain and giving something in
return, I guarantee there is no feedback loop and thereby partake
completely in the energies available.”

‘So it’s not really out of the generosity of
your heart that you’re helping these people.” Jordan gestured to a
group at a nearby table.

Jeremiah shook his head. “No, that is not
entirely true; I do care.” For the first time, Jeremiah’s perfectly
calm demeanor faltered, and Jordan and Jenna saw an emotion
reflected in his amber eyes: sadness. Jeremiah laid his right hand
on the table palm up toward Jordan. “I will not tell you everything
of my nature, but I understand why you need to trust me.” The
supernatural glanced down at his hand. “I am old; I have seen
civilizations rise and fall on many worlds...and I have aided in
the fall of at least one–my own. If you take my hand, I can forge
an empathic link between us. You will be able to sense the truth of
my story from my emotions.”

“Why him? Why not both of us—or me?” Jenna
demanded. “You already said that Jordan can’t block his thoughts
from you. Why should he make a more direct link with you? We just
saw you dissolve four kobolds.”

“Your concerns are valid; however, if I am
going to share my true nature, of the two of you, only Jordan can
survive such an encounter. I am immortal; if you were to come in
direct contact with my power, Jenna, it would destroy you. Jordan,
however, is more than mortal—he has touched godhood. He may choose
to appear human, but his appearance is as much a façade as mine. He
can withstand exposure to my energies and in turn will be able to
discern that I am telling the truth. This will save much time.”
Jeremiah looked pointedly at Jenna. “Jordan is not the only one
taking a chance. I was within the catacombs when the Child of
Shadows defeated the Mondragoran with their own energies. His touch
could prove just as deadly as mine.”

“I’m not sure about this—” but before Jenna
could finish, Jordan reached toward Jeremiah.

“Okay, I get it. We could both suck each
other’s brains out.” Jordan grasped Jeremiah’s hand firmly. “Say
what you need to say,” Jordan smiled, “but just so we’re clear,
breakfast only gets me to hold your hand. Anything more is at least
dinner and a movie.”

Jeremiah looked puzzled, then smiled. “Ah,
sexual humor to defuse a tense situation. How,
surprisingly...human.”

Jordan felt the rough calluses on Jeremiah’s
hand. “Okay, so how does this work?”

“I will open my inner self and tell you what
you need to know about me. The link will not let you read my
thoughts directly, but while we are joined we will sense one
another’s emotions clearly. We will know whether we can trust one
another. I just need to initiate the link like so....” A small
universe opened within Jordan, and a fractured kaleidoscope of new
feelings poured into him. They twisted around an event horizon that
swirled to a singularity of purpose, revealing Jeremiah’s
intentions.

It was not the first time Jordan had
connected to ancient power, but this time was different. When he’d
been pulled into the Mondragoran collective, it had been a
nightmarish merger that had all but destroyed his mind and soul.
When he’d been saved by the god-like beings that were in opposition
to the Mondragoran, it had been the exact opposite: his body, mind
and soul had been salvaged and renewed. Both contacts, however, had
one thing in common—they had been alien. Jordan’s understanding had
been limited, relegated to simplistic images, either horrific or
beatific but certainly foreign. His connection to Jeremiah was not
through images but instead through emotions, and those emotions
were in no way alien.

Jeremiah was ancient, but he had not
forgotten where he began. Jordan could sense feelings that were not
so different from his own: fear, love, hope, regret...much
regret.

“Thousands of years ago, my race lost any
distinction between the sciences and the mystical arts. For us they
were one and the same, seamlessly so. Our civilization had grown
immensely powerful, but sadly not wise.” Jeremiah looked around the
room. “In many respects we were like the humanity that surrounds
us—” Jordan sensed Jeremiah’s admiration—“but while your people
have barely started down the path of transcendence my race managed
to run far ahead. However, we came close to the end all too quickly
and without any understanding of why we had chosen our course.”

Jeremiah returned his attention to Jordan
and Jenna. “Much like the humans of this world, we were capable of
both wonders and atrocities.” Jordan felt shame. “And like humans,
many of us were arrogant, prideful and war-like. Too many factions
thought they knew the direction we should take and were determined
to force the others to follow that path by any means necessary.
Weapons were used with impunity. An arsenal was released upon our
world that shredded the heavens, drained the oceans and broke the
continents.” Jordan felt Jeremiah’s loss. “We had risen to such
great heights and yet we fell even further. We sterilized our world
and decimated its population. What remained was a barbaric
wasteland where most quickly forgot the greatness we had
achieved.”

“But not everyone?” Jenna asked.

“No, not everyone,” Jeremiah agreed with
resignation. “While I was not one of those who released the weapons
that sundered my home, I was a member of the scientific elite that
had created the devices that were used in our foolish wars.” Jordan
did not sense pride with Jeremiah’s words, only weary acceptance.
“We had irradiated our world with natural and mystical energies,
energies that polluted and poisoned it long after we had lost the
will or ability to wage our pointless battles. The natural flora
and fauna were all but erased. Plants would not grow, animals did
not reproduce, most of my people had become sterile. Our race hung
on the cusp of extinction. To prevent the inevitable demise, myself
and others turned our skills toward methods to sustain the meager
remnants of our people. We attempted to discover other ways to
survive—other ways to feed.

We had limited resources for our
experiments—few animals and even fewer of our own people—so we
experimented upon ourselves. Some of my colleagues chose obvious
routes. With such an abundance of polluting energies, they
reconfigured their forms to feed upon those pollutants. They were
successful in that they found ways to survive, but when they were
done they were no longer of my race.” He shook his head sadly.
“They were barely even sentient after their alterations.” Jordan
felt revulsion. “I opted for a more unusual approach, one that was
less obvious to my colleagues. I saw another abundant resource, one
that also permeated our world: the pain and suffering that we had
created.”

“You turned yourself into what you are?”
Jordan interrupted in surprise.

“Yes, as I said, I am a façade of what I
was. I resemble my race, but it is an illusion. I do not believe
there is any DNA remaining within me that could be linked to my
world. But as you can see, I was successful; I managed to recreate
myself and a few dozen others. I purposely engineered the feedback
loop into this form in an attempt to prevent myself and others from
taking advantage of those upon whom we fed. I was certain it could
be that easy. If we caused the pain ourselves we could not feed
upon it; a simple failsafe. I was gravely mistaken.”

“You created dozens...,” Jenna
whispered.

Jeremiah smiled thinly and without humor.
“You are perceptive, young sorceress. The negation link only worked
when I or those like me directly caused sentient pain or suffering.
It took my converted brethren no time to discern the glaring flaw
in my design. They could generate pain and suffering for one
another to feed upon. I had released yet another terrible weapon
upon my world, one that not only survived but grew stronger by
torturing the remaining inhabitants.” Jordan felt despair and
shame. “In the end, I was the one to finally doom my world.”

“What happened?” Jordan asked.

“Those I had recreated quickly raised their
own regime upon the ashes of our ruined world. While our race was
in a state of stagnation, there were more than enough remaining for
my colleagues to sustain themselves. They even learned to feed upon
the Altered that had begun to flourish in the wastelands. I tried
to reason with them, to make them understand that our purpose was
to save our people, not prey upon them, but they did not care. I
had unintentionally made them gods upon our broken world and they
were not willing to surrender that power. They suffered my presence
because I had given them godhood, but nothing I had to say was of
consequence. And while I had the same powers, there was nothing I
could do to stop them; they were many to my one. They did not
consider me a threat, only an annoying gadfly.”

“They were stronger than you, weren’t they?”
Jenna asked. “Because they could create pain and suffering for each
other to feed on?”

“Yes, they had an abundance of energy
available and they were quickly discovering new ways to evolve the
forms I had given them. It was during one of these forced
evolutions that one of them generated a particularly unique skill:
the ability to see into other realms and realities. Places where
sentient beings existed, beings that could be made to suffer. They
saw an opportunity to gorge and grow even more godlike.”

“Huh, they sound familiar,” Jordan commented
darkly.

Jeremiah nodded somberly. “You and I have
more in common than you realize. But there is one crucial
difference between us. I made myself into a monster—you were
forced.” Shame again radiated from Jeremiah. “Once my colleagues
became aware of this ability, I knew what their next step would be:
they would find a way to travel to those places. While I was one of
the greatest minds among them, they were still quite capable. They
decided that they needed to evolve more quickly. For this to occur,
they required more and greater pain and suffering from what
remained of our people.” Jordan sensed revulsion. “I had to stop
them. I had to end what I created before it was released upon other
realities.”

“What did you do?” Jordan asked.

“For all the terrible weapons employed
during our wars, there were some that had been held back because to
use them was to erase our world from existence. They were referred
to as Ending weapons. I had created such weapons. I knew where the
Endings were hidden and I knew how to use them. There was a
particular device designed to bore almost instantly to the core of
our world and sunder it from within. So very small,” Jeremiah
opened his left hand and looked at it. “It fit so easily. No bigger
than a small stone.” He clenched his hand into a tight fist; it
shook slightly and then he released it and laid it palm down on the
table. “They had a stronghold where they would often meet, my
colleagues. It was a self-aggrandizing structure of angled metal
and glass that had been raised from the agony of my dying race.
Since they thought little of me, I was allowed to come and go as I
pleased. They found my desperate pleas for our world and its people
amusing. I was present when they discovered the genetic
manipulation that would allow them to travel to other realities.
All they required was a great pool of power to facilitate the
transfer. Such a resource had already been prepared and was held
deep beneath the corrupt foundations of their stronghold. It had
been generated from the foul tortures perpetrated upon the
remainder of my people. My colleagues were debating who should be
the first to attempt the journey when I tapped into their source of
power and stole it for myself. I activated the Ending device in the
same instance.”

“Just like that?” Jenna asked in shock.

Jeremiah nodded. “Yes. The Endings were
meant to be immediate and irrevocable. My colleagues were still
trying to discern how I had accessed their pool of energy when the
device ruptured the planet from within. As I said, our abilities
and potential were the same. With the power I had taken, I was able
to transfer myself to another reality at the moment I activated the
device. From there, I observed my world as it was torn apart from
within.” Jeremiah’s gaze was bleak, and his voice dropped to a
haggard whisper. “I destroyed my world and the last of its people
to save other realities, but I was too much of a coward to remain
and suffer the same fate.”

Jordan had thought he had known
self-loathing when he’d allowed himself to be controlled by the
Child of Shadows, but that paled in comparison to what lay buried
within Jeremiah.

“This is not the first world I have
journeyed to, or even my first time here. I have traveled to many
others. And in the beginning, flush with the power I had taken, I
was still arrogant enough to believe I could better the realms I
visited. To redeem myself for the atrocities I had committed, I
took it upon myself to improve them. However, each time I
interfered with a civilization I discovered, yet again, that I was
mistaken. And while I did not destroy any other worlds, it became
painfully obvious that I lacked the wisdom to improve much of
anything.”

Jeremiah’s voice grew stronger as his story
brought him to the present. “This is why I would not become
directly involved with your battle against the Mondragoran. It took
me a long time to understand that my abilities and power do not
make me fit to direct the destinies of other sentient creatures. I
cannot be trusted to make the right choices. I will not allow
myself to destroy another world or disrupt another civilization. I
simply survive now. I offer an equitable trade for what I take, and
I take only what I need to survive and to protect those that
sustain me, nothing more. I do not attempt to make myself greater,
and I limit my impact on those around me as much as possible. So
yes, Jordan, I feed on these people, but I do not see them as dumb
animals beneath me. In fact, in many ways I consider them superior
to myself. I do not believe I can ever redeem myself for the evils
I have committed, but this is the best I can do since I am afraid
to die.” Jordan could feel the truth and conviction of Jeremiah’s
words as he released his hand.

“I believe you. You won’t intentionally hurt
these people, and I know we can trust you. I also know it’s
unlikely you’ll ever involve yourself directly with anything beyond
protecting your little flock here.” Jordan took a drink of his
now-cold coffee. “Which really sucks because I think you might be
one of the more powerful supernaturals on this planet.”

“You are right about everything, with the
exception of my relative power on this world. In the last five
years, I have encountered several beings with power equal to or
greater than mine.”

“Nice to see we have more to look forward
to,” Jenna muttered with exasperation.

“All right, since we’ve established that we
can trust you,” Jordan interrupted, “that goes both ways,
right?”

Jeremiah nodded. “Yes, I sensed your
feelings during my story. I will give you my trust.”

Jordan continued. “Since I’m pretty sure you
won’t directly fight the big bad supernaturals, will you at least
give us any information you have that would help us?”

“I won’t guarantee all information. For
instance, I would never give you, or any creature, the knowledge to
create the weapons of my world—but I would not be reluctant to
share knowledge that would assist you in protecting the humans of
this world.”

“Good enough,” Jordan said, finishing his
coffee. “So what can you tell us about angels? Because we think we
have a really angry one running around Seattle.”

“Oh,” Jeremiah responded with a frown. “That
would be most unfortunate.”


Chapter
Fifteen

Aftiel stood bathed in the glow from the
floating panes of energy as he processed the input from the drones.
He remained naked—he saw no point in maintaining his glamour before
the alchemist—but his body was now clean. Earlier, as they’d viewed
the mystical monitors, Mr. Almagest had realized that he found the
dried blood splatters on the angel distracting, as they marred his
otherwise pristine appearance, so while Aftiel continued his
surveillance the alchemist located a bucket, liquid soap and some
towels in the Robinsons’ kitchen.

Mr. Almagest hadn’t actually asked
permission; he’d simply approached the angel with rolled-up
sleeves, bucket and towels in hand. Never glancing down from the
shimmering panes, Aftiel had merely nodded, and Mr. Almagest had
proceeded to wipe him down with warm soapy water. After drying
Aftiel, Mr. Almagest had felt much better. The angel’s skin now
gleamed like warm marble before the flickering monitors, and he
smelled faintly of lemon. Afterward, the alchemist had moved a
table and chair beside Aftiel to follow the drones’ progress along
with the angel. Mr. Almagest knew his assistance was unnecessary;
Aftiel processed the incoming data effortlessly, and it was highly
unlikely that he would miss anything. But Mr. Almagest felt it was
the appropriate thing to do.

Idly, he flipped through a
14th-century tome of dimensional summoning. Glancing
back and forth between the yellowed pages and the monitors, he
recalled the affluent Venetian family from which he’d appropriated
it centuries before, smiling at the fond memory. Choosing them as
his subjects had proven most fortuitous. Not only had their library
unexpectedly supplied him with numerous volumes for summoning and
binding the denizens of several realities, but the family had also
been useful in furthering his studies in chimeric-fusions—the
merger of multiple beings into singular functioning entities. He’d
been particularly pleased with the results when he’d combined the
mother, son, and family dog; they’d survived until he’d chosen to
end the experiment and move on. He sighed heavily, his smile
melting away, as he turned another page. The brittle sheet
crackled, and the musty odor it released intensified his
recollections. It had been so much easier to conduct his
experiments back then. Now there were too many methods for people
to be connected, an excess of technology that led to a plethora of
eyes, ears, and voices, all of which meant that when he selected a
subject for his experiments it often became noticed much sooner
than he would have liked.

Mr. Almagest did not like attention drawn to
his studies; the scrutiny of the general populace tended to result
in the violent disruption of his experiments. He already felt that
they’d lingered too long at this residence. With each passing day,
it became more likely that co-workers, family, friends, or
neighbors might come to check on the previous tenants. That, Mr.
Almagest felt, would be most distracting. He’d addressed these
concerns with Aftiel, but the angel had dismissed them, informing
the alchemist that his fears were of no consequence. Aftiel
explained that if any humans interrupted them he would remake their
memories to avoid continued interference. It was more important
that they observe the drones’ surveillance and locate the revenant
than waste crucial time relocating. Mr. Almagest did not attempt to
suggest otherwise; he wanted to find the revenant as well, but his
reasons were not the same.

As though reading his thoughts, Aftiel
spoke. “You desire the revenant’s destruction when we locate it.”
The angel’s sudden statement startled Mr. Almagest. His answer,
however, was immediate.

“Without question,” he responded, not
looking up from the page he’d stopped upon. Absently he traced the
complex sigils depicted—a filigree of otherworldly lines that would
drive a normal human to madness if viewed for any length of
time.

The revenant was responsible for destroying
one of his precious creations before its purpose had been brought
to fruition. Even if he duplicated the experiment, he would require
Aftiel’s unique energies to successfully unite the amalgamation of
enchantments, sigils and spells, and the angel had made it clear
that while he’d initially considered the experiment important, it
was of no further interest to him now that it had failed.

Aftiel continued, without looking away from
the monitors. “Normally I would consider your anger a waste of
energy, energy better applied elsewhere. However, it is acceptable
at this point in time.” The alchemist, curious where the
conversation was leading, looked up. “Once we locate the revenant,
I want to ascertain whether it will be a useful tool in helping me
cleanse this world. Your desire to destroy it would no doubt push
the revenant to its limits, thereby creating opportunities to
observe its capabilities to the fullest.” The angel tilted its head
to the side, focusing for a moment on a particular image.
Apparently dismissing whatever had drawn its attention, it
continued. “If it is easily destroyed, then it was of no use to
me.” Aftiel turned from the monitors and fixed his pale gaze on Mr.
Almagest. “I assume you have considered some assessments for our
subject once we locate it?”

The alchemist glanced from Aftiel to the
open page beneath his hand and smiled broadly with his perfect
white teeth. “Oh, yes, I have a very good idea where we could
begin. I just need to gather a few—” the alchemist reached up to
caress the pendant hanging below the hollow of his
throat—“resources.”

Aftiel nodded and returned his full
attention to the monitors. “Do so.”

Mr. Almagest stood abruptly, unrolled his
sleeves and buttoned the cuffs of his shirt, once more concealing
the sigils tattooed in black ensorcelled ink. He gathered his coat,
tossed on a folding chair, and without another word left Aftiel to
continue his silent vigil.

As he drove away in his van, he hoped that
fortune would smile upon him. Perhaps he would locate the
sacrifices in time to summon the Blood Wraith before the end of the
day.

. . . .

Darien firmly pressed a piece of parchment
onto another sigil carved into the defunct zombie’s chest.
Carefully, the alchemist smoothed the edges with his forefingers so
the symbol was completely covered. As Dugan watched the procedure
for the twenty-eighth time that morning, he marveled that Darien’s
blue latex gloves were relatively clean given the zombie’s
deteriorating state.

Time was rapidly catching up with the corpse
lying prone on the industrial metal table, now that the
enchantments maintaining it had been severed along with its head.
Said head now resided in a tray on another metal table staring
vacantly at them, the flesh peeling back and sloughing away, while
Darien continued his analysis of the remains.

Dugan shifted quietly across the table from
Darien, waiting for the alchemist to request his assistance. He
scratched subconsciously at the drying ochre paste smeared onto his
moustache. Darien had designed this portion of the basement beneath
the bookstore as a makeshift alchemical lab, including a venting
system that released particularly noxious odors out through the
roof. This was useful, for example, when he experimented with new
pepper combinations from Jenna’s greenhouse. Nevertheless, the
smell of rot and putrefaction had gradually overwhelmed the system,
and now the cloying stench thoroughly permeated the small room. An
hour earlier, Dugan had decided he’d had enough of the smell (to
which Darien seemed oblivious, lost in his research), and had
resorted to using one of the alchemist’s nullification ointments,
which he’d rubbed liberally beneath his nose. While effective,
Dugan didn’t like the way it clumped up in his thick moustache. It
made him feel as though he had leftover food or worse clinging to
his upper lip. Still, at least he didn’t feel like heaving his
three breakfast burritos across the room.

Now that the parchment was affixed, Darien
turned to the table behind him and selected a narrow beaker filled
with a saffron-colored powder from the collection of assorted
alchemical glassware. Picking up a long-handled brush beside the
beaker, he dipped it within and gently brushed a light coat of
powder across the surface of the parchment, whispering an arcane
phrase that was Gaelic in origin. Not for the first time that
morning, Dugan heard a soft hiss accompanied by a sour odor, as an
imprint of the sigil burned into the delicate parchment. The
alchemical process not only allowed Darien to copy the physical
appearance of the sigil, something they’d already achieved with
numerous digital pictures, but also to capture the residual
mystical energies that comprised it.

When they’d first encountered the zombie,
Darien had felt that the enchantments and spells that allowed it to
exist had been designed by an incredibly skilled practitioner of
the Arts. He was hoping to identify specific patterns or traits in
the sigils that he could use to identify the zombie’s creator. As
Darien explained, there were few practitioners of the Arts that
were capable of creating such a complex creature. Basically, he was
looking for mystical fingerprints.

Dugan had pointed out that Darien’s theory
was based upon the high-level practitioners that the alchemist knew
of in this world. With so many portals opened and more opening
every few months, it was possible that they were dealing with
someone or something from outside this world. Darien had agreed,
but without further evidence he felt that analyzing the zombie was
the most logical start to the investigation. Dugan had to concede.
With Jordan and Jenna off looking for the creature called
Ravencloak, he couldn’t think of another avenue of research
anyway.

Setting the beaker and brush back on the
table, Darien carefully peeled the parchment from the zombie’s
chest. It separated, with tacky strands of gore adhering to it.
Dugan could have sworn he heard a soft squelch as the parchment
snapped free, but he preferred to believe that the sound was in his
head. Darien held the copy of the sigil up to the bright
fluorescent lights hanging from the ceiling and quietly grunted in
a manner that Dugan, after years of traveling with him, knew was an
affirmation of success. He then walked to the far end of the room
and placed the parchment among the rest of the imprints spread out
on a clear plastic tarp draped over a long oak table. Darien peeled
off his gloves, pressed his foot on the pedal of the rectangular
garbage can near the table, and tossed them into the yawning metal
mouth.

“I’ve salvaged all the information that I
can, Paul; you can dispose of this poor fellow’s remains now.”
Darien placed his hands behind his lower back and pushed outward.
His spine released small pops of protest as he stretched it.

Darien pulled up a chair to the table with
the sigils and sat down, as Dugan moved to the table with the
glassware and selected a plastic spray bottle containing a purple
liquid. Darien began to make notes in a leather journal while Dugan
erased the existence of the zombie.

The bottle contained a unique alchemical
mixture that disposed of lifeless matter down to the subatomic
level. Darien had created it for Jordan, so that when he killed
supernaturals he had a quick and efficient method for disposing of
the remains. They’d all agreed that, whenever possible, they would
not leave definitive proof behind that would reveal to the general
public the true reality that surrounded them.

As Dugan sprayed the zombie’s head and body
with the concoction, he realized that their agreement was somewhat
pointless. More and more posts about supernatural beings were
tossed around the internet every day—stories of flesh-eating
fairies, chupacabras running loose in the cities, mermaids in the
sewers, and countless other monsters. It was only a matter of time
before people realized that such creatures really did exist. Still,
he had to acknowledge, as the remains quickly dissolved, that a
nationwide or worldwide panic was not the best way to enlighten the
Earth to the new age of magic.

Dugan pulled on a pair of gloves, reached
under the table the zombie had lain upon and withdrew a roll of
paper towels and a bottle of spray bleach. He tore several sheets
from the roll, sprayed the table liberally and began to wipe it
down.

“You come up with any ideas about who made
the zombie?” he asked.

Darien stopped writing and set his pen down.
“I have a theory,” he said. He pushed his chair away from the table
and walked over to Dugan, leaning with his lower back against the
glassware table as Dugan finished wiping the tray that had held the
decapitated head.

“When we first encountered the zombie, I was
fairly certain that high level alchemy had been used in creating
it. Now that I’ve had the opportunity to analyze the precision of
the sigils and their energy signatures, I can say without a doubt
that they were devised by a master alchemist. I also discovered
distinctive spell signatures that lead me to believe that a
particular European alchemist was responsible for that awful
creature.” Darien gestured toward the now-empty metal table.
“Although no one is certain of his true name, the alchemist in
question has been given many over the centuries: The Beast of
Bocholt, the Freyung Fiend, the Mad Surgeon, and the Bloody
Butcher. There’s even some evidence to suggest that he was the
original Ripper—or, to be precise, the leader of the Rippers.”

“Original Ripper?” Dugan asked, snapping his
gloves off and tossing them into the garbage.

“Yes. It’s not common knowledge even in the
magical community, but the Whitechapel murders were actually
carried out by a group of alchemists involved in a series of
experimental longevity spells. They were committing the murders to
harvest fresh components as well as the dying life essences of the
women.”

Dugan shook his head. “I’ve never heard that
story before.”

Darien nodded and continued. “It’s true. A
group of sorcerers assisted the Metropolitan Police Service in
helping hunt down the bastards responsible.”

Dugan still seemed surprised. “So, we’re
talking Scotland Yard here? The Jack the Ripper?”

“Yes, the Metropolitan Police Service was in
charge of protecting most of greater London at the time. There
really wasn’t a Scotland Yard as such; it gained that name because
the public entrance to the headquarters was on a street called
Great Scotland Yard.

“While I wasn’t in London at the time, I
knew several of the sorcerers personally and they informed me about
the events. After several years of careful investigation, the
identities of the Ripper cabal were eventually discovered and, with
the exception of their leader, all of them were captured. However,
it was the cabal leader who was the mastermind. He was the one
responsible for gathering the lesser alchemists, creating the
cabal, devising the experiments, and directing the murders—all in
pursuit of his research. Based on the cabal’s descriptions, having
witnessed firsthand the remnants of his experiments, and
considering his ability to elude them without any trace, the
sorcerers felt the leader was an alchemist of exceptional skill…and
completely mad.”

“And these other alchemists, this cabal,
they followed him—why? I can’t believe they were all just a bunch
of homicidal maniacs.”

“No, initially they followed him because he
promised them a new form of immortality, one that did not require a
fully functioning Philosopher’s Stone. Later, some grew to enjoy
the killing—and all were apparently afraid to leave without his
permission.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. I can see a bunch
of assholes gladly killing people if it meant they could live
forever. So what did they learn about the leader? I assume he’s the
one you think created the zombie?”

“Unfortunately, they didn’t learn much.
According to my associates, the alchemists were taken into custody
simultaneously one evening and then quickly transferred to a secret
location for questioning. They were stripped, literally naked, and
left shackled in empty rooms separated from one another to prevent
them from collaborating or casting any spells. The sorcerers
assisting the constabulary even placed layered nullification
enchantments to prevent any spell casting. Regardless, within hours
of their capture, all of the alchemists were found dead in their
cells. They had been drained of their life forces and bodily
fluids; all that remained were withered mummies. They were still
shackled, there was no sign of struggle, and the cells were still
locked. Each cell had also had a personal guard outside, but none
of them recalled anything unusual. With nothing else to go on and
no one to question, the Met put the necessary spin on the events;
all that was gained were a few snippets gathered from the
alchemists when they were first captured.”

“And those were—” Dugan prompted.

“According to my associates, the five men
and one woman who were captured were all terrified of the
repercussions when their leader discovered their capture.
Apparently he’d already warned them about enjoying their ‘gathering
of materials’ too much. They had been told not to draw attention or
do anything that interfered with the experiments.”

“I guess getting captured by Scotland Yard
qualified as ‘interfering with the experiments.’”

“Since he was most likely responsible for
killing his colleagues, I would surmise the same. The sorcerers
involved in the capture of the alchemists described them as almost
pathological in their feelings toward their leader. While afraid of
him, they still worshiped him and described him as god-like in his
alchemical abilities.”

“A dark fucking god it would seem. So did
they say anything else useful before they suffered from fatal
hero-worship?”

Darien shrugged his shoulders. “They
described him as short, energetic, fastidious in his work and
terrifying when angered.” He frowned. “Fairly useless information
with regard to locating the Surgeon.”

“Hell, he could be you if the only things we
have to rely on are adjectives like energetic and fastidious. I’d
even describe you as pretty terrifying at times,” Dugan said with a
smile.

“True. I seem to recall that he was also
described as compulsive in his need to be clean. And while that
might seem unusual for the period, it would be a fairly typical
idiosyncrasy for an alchemist who has existed for any length of
time. We all tend to develop OCD behaviors since the slightest
contamination in a potion or slave, an improperly aligned sigil, or
a rune that is a fraction out of proportion can result in anything
from failure to catastrophe. However, for him to have developed
enough behavioral oddities that the other alchemists commented on
it suggests that he might have been around for quite some
time.”

“So you’re saying that the reason you have
so many neurotic habits is because you’ve been an alchemist for so
long?” Dugan chuckled.

“I prefer to refer to them as personal
foibles,” Darien laughed, “but yes, in all honesty that does
account for some of my obsessive behaviors. The need for me and
everything around me to be clean as possible, my insistence on
triple-checking everything from a sigil to a grocery list, even my
habit of leaving supplies in hidden caches, these are all common
behaviors for long-lived alchemists. We continually plan for the
next possibility, be it good or bad. Frankly, any alchemist worth
his salt prepares for contingencies in all aspects of his
life.”

“Alright, I get how this story connects to a
powerful and old alchemist, but don’t I see how it leads directly
to our zombie. Where’s the connection to this Mad Surgeon, to the
leader of the Rippers?”

“There are two, actually. First, the manner
in which the sigils and enchantments are unified is of a complexity
that I have only seen once in my life. All of these sigils,” Darien
gestured to the table of parchments at the other end of the room,
“were created by the same individual. And they show similarities to
the few samples that the sorcerers were able to confiscate in the
Ripper case. While I do not currently have those to compare, their
designs were impressive enough that I can still recall them with
some detail. The sigils on the zombie and the manner in which the
spells and enchantments were linked are similar enough to the
Ripper samples that if they were not made by the same alchemist,
they must have been created by one who trained under him.”

“And your other reason?”

“That’s more of a gut feeling, but not
without merit. The reason the alchemist I described was given names
like “Butcher” and “Surgeon” was due to the nature of his
experiments. They often centered on the alchemical manipulation of
living or dead organisms.” Darien shuddered as he recalled old
stories. “The things that were found in Glasgow, Oslo, Toledo,
Venice were hideous to behold—flesh golems created from children,
undead with clockwork parts, pieces of corpses randomly combined
and animated, humans and animals fused into mad beasts—the list of
atrocities goes on, but with all the nightmarish alchemy there is a
consistency. They reveal a great intellect but one that is not
bound by any sense of morality. The very nature of those
experiments reveals an individual who has no sense of empathy or
compassion; everything was done for the sake of the experiment, and
the subjects meant nothing. I sensed that same callous lack of
regard for humanity in the zombie creation. A married man ripped
from his life, experimented on while still alive, turned into an
abomination that any sane alchemist would be terrified to release,
if for no other reason that it would just as likely kill him as
another.”

“And does any of this connect with our
homicidal angel?”

“It might. For all the detail and ingenuity
in the zombie’s creation, it was a mix of such convoluted and
dissonant energy signatures that it should not have been able to
function for more than a few minutes, let alone for the hours
required to incubate and spread the mystical virus contained within
it. When I first saw the zombie in the street, before we had Jordan
remove its head, I was attempting to “map out” the active energies
animating it. There was an energy I was unable to identify or copy.
It seemed to be central to unifying all of the sigils, enchantments
and spells. However, by the time we returned here I could no longer
locate any semblance of that peculiar energy. I have no way of
knowing if it was angelic in nature, but it was definitely new
energy to this world. Or at least one that has not existed in the
past few thousand years.”

“So really we haven’t got Jack shit to go on
and more questions than when we started.”

“Aptly put, and yes.”

“Alright, old friend.” Dugan came around the
table and put his arm around Darien’s shoulders. “Then I declare us
done for the afternoon. Let’s vacate this stinky room and get some
lunch.”

“Good enough,” Darien agreed as they exited
the lab. “We can text Jordan and see if they’ve had better
luck.

“Oh, and Paul—?”

“Yes?”

“You should wipe your moustache before we
get outside. I can’t be seen with someone who looks like he has
crusty boogers on his upper lip.” Dugan continued to make offended
noises as they left the store and continued down the street.

Far above them, things that looked like
small birds circled in ever-tightening patterns.


Chapter
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“Unfortunate? What do you mean by that?”
Jordan asked.

“While my knowledge of their race is
limited, what little I know suggests that if there is an angel in
Seattle and it is displeased, there could be considerable bloodshed
and loss of life.”

“And when you say considerable?” Jenna
interjected.

“I mean bloodshed of biblical proportions.
You are familiar with the story of Exodus and how the firstborn in
the land of Egypt, man or animal, were all slain in one night?”

“It was the last of ten plagues visited upon
the Egyptians because the Pharaoh wouldn’t let the Hebrews leave
Egypt,” Jenna replied.

Jeremiah nodded. “It is my understanding
that one angel was responsible for that single act. One being that
had the power to create a blood enchantment powerful enough to
impact multiple species and in an instant killed thousands.”

“But didn’t the god of the Hebrews direct
that?” Jenna asked.

“The angels that I speak of do not answer to
any one god. As with many of the stories that your people have
passed down through the centuries, there are inaccuracies and
misunderstandings that have obscured the truth. Angels are a
powerful race of beings that have set up colonies on many worlds in
multiple realities. They are observers, gathers of information,
cataloguers of the development of civilizations. They do this out
of an insatiable pursuit of knowledge but not because of the
dictates of any higher being.”

“So their connection to biblical stories has
nothing to with following orders from God?” Jordan asked.

“Correct; humans incorporated their actions
into various stories over time. Some are true, but many are
fabrications. When I first arrived to your world thousands of years
ago, before the erection of the Foundations that sealed it from the
Mondragoran and drove myself and other beings away, the angel
colony had already departed—but their presence had left quite an
impact on the local populations. Their existence had already been
integrated heavily into numerous myths, legends and religions. I
often found it difficult to sift fact from fiction.”

“But if they’re observers, gatherers of
information, why’d they mess with the people?” Jordan asked,
puzzled.

“The angels seldom bother to hide their
presence from the indigenous peoples, and not all colonies adhere
equally to the rules. In general, the angels are not supposed to
interfere with the cultures they observe, but as is common when
greater beings interact with those weaker than themselves, what is
supposed to happen and what does are not necessarily the same
thing. Many of the worlds I visited with angel colonies showed
little impact from their visitation, but that seemed to be solely
dependent upon who governed that particular outpost and whether
they held to their race’s rules. In other worlds, I discovered
civilizations significantly altered because the angels had run
rampant.”

“So—what? Some just chose to ignore the
Prime Directive because no one bothered to enforce it?” Jordan
shook his head.

“Prime Directive?” Jeremiah asked,
puzzled.

“You know—Star Trek? No interference with an
alien civilization’s development?” Jeremiah continued to stare
blankly at Jordan.

“It’s a science fiction show,” Jenna
interjected. “It takes place in a future in which the human race
explores the universe. The Prime Directive was one of the
explorers’ most important rules when they encountered less advanced
races. Well, at least those that were still pre-warp.”

“Wow, I had no idea you were a Trekker,”
Jordan commented, giving her a look of approval.

“Cool your inner geek, dear.” Jenna smiled.
“I’m not really. Kirk was a whore and Picard was too stuffy for my
tastes; I consider myself a Whovian.” She rose her eyebrows
slightly and stuck the tip of her tongue out at Jordan.

Jordan grinned broadly. “Babe, my esteem for
you only grows more. I’m down with the whole sonic screwdriver
thing too. I see a future with hours of Dr. Who reruns and
popcorn.”

Jenna shook her head, turning back to
Jeremiah. “He’s just excited because he thought I didn’t know any
sci-fi.” She glanced at Jordan. “That sounds like fun, but we’re
starting with the Tom Baker episodes first.” Jordan nodded, still
grinning in a way that made him look like a child who had just
unwrapped a particularly impressive toy.

Jeremiah interrupted their banter. “I
understand now. Apparently I don’t watch enough movies or
television. But now that I do understand your reference, I can say
that yes, the angels are supposed to have something similar to this
fictional Prime Directive, although from what I have seen it is not
always enforced. However, that was not the case with this world.
From what I learned during my first visit, only a few of the angels
had been actively interfering with the development of the local
cultures, and their activities led to considerable disagreement
among the angelic colonists. Apparently, factions developed within
the community and eventually led to violence between them—a civil
war, as it were. Because of this incident, the angels were summoned
back to their home world, wherever that may be.”

“So there aren’t supposed to be any angels
here now?” Jordan asked.

“From what I gathered visiting other worlds,
the angels did not allow independent operatives. They either
remained on a world as a colony or they returned home with all
members. When I first arrived to this world, I saw no evidence of a
continuing colony.”

“Okay, so let’s say, for whatever reason,
there is an angel here. What are we dealing with?” Jordan
asked.

“I have directly encountered only a few
angels during my journeys, but the power of those few gave me
reason to tread carefully. They are beings on par with demigods.
They wield massive amounts of mystical energy effortlessly and
without the need of mental supports such as spells, sigils, and
runes. With enough power, they are capable of recreating reality
around themselves by sheer will.”

“So they’re unstoppable?” Jenna asked with
concern.

“No, they are not unstoppable—but they are
very powerful and not easily defeated. They do have one very
important limitation: in order to wield their power to its fullest,
they must have access to the energies of their native world. All
colonies had portals that allowed the angels to draw power from
their world. While they can manipulate the energies of the worlds
they are within, wielding the power native to those worlds limits
their abilities significantly. I have encountered angelic portals
before and I can tell you with complete certainty that there are no
such portals active in this world.”

“So this angel would be relying mostly on
whatever power it brought with it?” Jenna asked.

“For any significant casting, yes.”

“How much energy can they hold?” Jordan
asked.

“That I do not know. One of the angels I
met, the leader of a colony, burned with enough power to snuff out
a small sun if he wished. If there is an angel on this world I have
no idea how powerful it could be, but it would wise to assume that
its strength is considerable.”

“Shit, this just makes things worse,” Jordan
sighed. “So you don’t know any specific weakness or anything we can
use against them? Angelic kryptonite?”

“Ah, a Superman reference—that one I know!”
Jeremiah remarked, looking pleased. “But no, I am sorry, I do not.”
The supernatural paused for a moment, tapping his forefinger
lightly on the table. Jordan and Jenna waited. Finally, Jeremiah
came to some internal agreement, reaching across the table and
removing a paper napkin from the metal holder. He took a pen
clipped to the edge of his apron and scribbled something on the
napkin. “While I may not be able to help you further, the
individual at this address may still be able to assist you.”
Jeremiah handed the napkin to Jordan. Jordan glanced down and saw
an address and a local phone number were written on it.

“This individual is a collector of
artifacts—objects of power. He and I have had reason to interact
since he took up residence in Seattle a few years ago. Although he
generally has little to do with humans, and even less with beings
such as us, if you tell him that I sent you and that his helping
you will cancel all of the debt he owes me, I believe he will help
you. I cannot promise, but I believe it likely.”

“Anything else we should know?” Jordan
asked, folding the napkin and tucking it into his coat pocket.

“You should arrive at the address well after
dark; this entity does not like to move about in daylight. I will
let you form your own impressions when you meet him.”

“Who do we ask for?” Jenna asked as she and
Jordan stood up.

Jeremiah did the same. “He will be the only
one at this address, and he seems to find it amusing to refer to
himself by the name Caliban.”

Jordan extended his hand to Jeremiah.
“Thanks, we appreciate the help. Are you good if we need to contact
you again?”

Jeremiah shook Jordan’s hand and released it
to shake Jenna’s. “Certainly—the number I gave you is mine, as I do
not have a number for Caliban.”

“Okay—I’m sure we’ll be in touch. We need to
talk to Darien and Dugan about what you’ve told us, and Lori said
we could contact her again after speaking with you, so maybe she
can offer us more help now.” Jordan’s phone hummed in his pocket;
he pulled it out and glanced at the text message on the screen. He
turned to Jenna. “Speak of the devil. Darien just texted and asked
if we could meet for lunch to discuss what we’ve learned.”

“Sure, but ask if we can do that in a couple
of hours. I need to digest breakfast before I can eat again.”

“Got it—maybe we can use the time to locate
some Dr. Who DVDs,” Jordan chuckled, tapping the screen of his
phone as they left The Mission.

Jenna waved at Jeremiah as they exited. She
held the door a moment longer, allowing a woman with two small
children, a boy and a girl, to enter. The three of them approached
Jeremiah apprehensively, as though uncertain how they would be
welcomed. The woman held a child’s hand to either side of her.

“Are we gonna get pancakes, momma?” the girl
asked, looking up at her mother.

“We’ll see, Emma.” The woman looked at
Jeremiah. “I know it’s almost noon, but we were wondering if you
were still serving breakfast? I’d heard you served early, but we
couldn’t get here until now.”

Jeremiah smiled warmly and knelt down in
front of the girl, who hid herself behind her mother’s leg.
“Certainly we are. I would not want to deprive your daughter and
son of delicious chocolate pancakes.”

“Chocolate?” she chirped eagerly, while the
boy quietly grinned.

“Chocolate with lots of whipped cream,”
Jeremiah said, leading them to an empty table.

. . . .

Finally, Mr. Almagest thought, as the
last of the sacrifice’s warm blood traveled through the maze of
inch-deep patterns etched into the basement floor to coalesce
within the heart of the summoning construct.

At Mr. Almagest’s request, Aftiel had used
his power to burn the complex patterns into the cold cement. The
patterns encompassed a significant portion of the basement
floor—basic geometric shapes linked by millennium-old
reality-warping sigils.

Mr. Almagest stood with Aftiel at the edge
of the first form, a huge outer circle. Within that etched form,
linked by the twisted sigils, lay a triangle, followed by another
circle, then a diamond shape—and finally, extending toward the
ceiling, a coalesced pulsating cone of blood. The alchemist smiled,
pleased with his work.

Mr. Almagest had been fortunate; it had
taken him less than an hour to locate young healthy subjects, two
men and two women, still in their teens, the perfect age for the
sacrifices. With the aid of his pendant, he had taken them miles
from the house and brought them back. After explaining his planned
invocation and showing Aftiel the necessary blueprint for the
cross-dimensional summoning, the angel had taken less than a minute
to carve the required pattern into the basement floor. The
movements of his fingers had been beyond the alchemist’s ability to
process, but when the deluge of golden light pouring from the
angel’s fingers dimmed, the pattern was complete—perfect and
precise in all aspects. Then, using a minor levitation spell,
Aftiel had suspended the glamoured humans several feet above the
compass points of the outer circle. Mr. Almagest had proceeded to
cut deep incisions into the carotid arteries of each sacrifice; he
then inserted clear medical tubing into their arteries, which he
extended to the outer circle carved into the floor. The subjects
had remained calm and oblivious, heads down. Their bodies bound by
mystical energy, their blood and accompanying life forces were
funneled through the summoning pattern to the center of the
enchantment; the three-dimensional cone was now comprised entirely
of blood.

“The portal is complete. You have enough
energy and genetic material to summon the Immundus Sanguis,” Aftiel
stated, as a deep crimson glow formed above the tip of the cone of
blood.

Mr. Almagest nodded and unbuttoned his vest.
Removing it, he gently folded it and set it on the floor beside
him. He did the same with his long-sleeved white shirt, exposing
the layers of mystical sigils covering his narrow, muscular torso.
The overlapping sigils extended from the bottom of the alchemist’s
neck down past his belly; they ran across his back, encircled his
arms, and ended just at the edges of his wrists. An intricate
filigree of ensorcelled black ink layered the alchemist in
enchantments that allowed him to channel power at a moment’s
notice. They had taken him decades to complete. First, he’d had to
locate artists with the necessary ability; then he’d had to impress
upon them the need for the tattoos to be absolutely precise based
upon his drawings. When the sigils were properly completed, Mr.
Almagest had disposed of the artists so the sigils could never be
duplicated. It had been a considerable investment in time and
effort, but it had been worth it. Well, at least until he’d met the
angel. Aftiel had countered the enchantments instantly; for him
they had held no more opposition than any common picture scratched
into human flesh.

“It is true such patterns mean little to my
kind, but that does not mean they are without merit. I have seen
few lesser beings with such well-designed mystical
augmentation.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Mr. Almagest
responded, now certain that the angel could read his thoughts.

“I do not make the comment in an attempt to
soothe your bruised ego. While your abilities are no match for
mine, compared to your fellow humans you are significantly potent.
I would not have chosen you as my herald were it otherwise.” Mr.
Almagest simply nodded. “Now summon the creature for the revenant’s
next assessment.”

The alchemist extended his hands, palms out,
toward the outer circle, careful not to reach across the boundary
of the first circle, and joined his will to the power within the
summoning pattern. A pale azure glow illuminated the flesh of his
upper body, causing the dark ink of his tattoos to stand out even
more.

The summoning enchantment served as both a
locator and a binding spell. The alchemist reached across multiple
dimensions until he located what he sought, then, with a thought,
he wrapped the creature in a web of energy. He coaxed the being
with the life force of the sacrifices, imposing his will upon it
and making it clear that when it entered this dimension it would be
under his command.

Slowly, something took shape in the crimson
haze above the glowing cone. Ghostly at first, it quickly became
more defined as it crossed into its new reality.

The creature was vaguely humanoid, just shy
of six feet tall and of narrow build. It was a deep maroon color
and lacked any distinguishing features or characteristics. It had
no facial features, no eyes, nose, mouth or ears, nor any hair or
obvious sexual organs. Its flesh was smooth and slick, almost
gelatinous in nature. Instead of five-fingered hands, it had two
elongated fingers ending with thick curved claws—sloth-like in
design—at the end of long, spindly arms. Its feet were stubby
tripods with two curved appendages pointing forward and one to the
back. As the creature finished taking form in the air, it writhed
in a manner that suggested it had little in the way of an inner
skeleton. The creature oriented its smooth head toward Mr.
Almagest, and the alchemist felt its acceptance of his offering of
four life forces. Nourishment generous. Desire more.
Orders will follow. It would obey his commands for the
promise of more human life forces.

“The Immundus Sanguis is ready, my lord; I
have complete control. Once we discover the location of the
revenant, we can send it off.”

“Then we can send it immediately. The drones
located the ones known as Darien and Dugan some time ago. Just
before we entered the basement, those humans were joined by the
revenant and the female known as Jenna.”

Mr. Almagest did not have time to appreciate
his annoyance that Aftiel had not bothered to inform him of the
discovery of their quarry, because at that moment the angel
inserted the address into the startled alchemist’s mind. Despite
his irritation, Mr. Almagest instantly relayed the information to
the mind of his new hunter. He felt its otherworldly
acknowledgement and released the mystical bindings holding it in
place. He and Aftiel watched as the creature dispersed into a fine
red mist and drifted up the basement stairs.

“Come,” Aftiel ordered as he ascended the
stairs to the first floor. “We will want to watch this encounter
from the beginning.” The alchemist quickly gathered his vest and
shirt and followed the angel, all the while considering how he
might be able to design an addition to his sigils that would
prevent Aftiel from reading his mind.

“Do not bother,” Aftiel called down to him.
“You can’t.”


 Chapter
Seventeen

Jenna sipped her cup of Awake tea while she
watched Jordan dump yet another packet of sugar into his coffee.
She smiled fondly as he stirred it with the wooden stick. Given how
dark their world could be, she found great comfort in the fact that
they hadn’t let the darkness stop them from enjoying the “little
things.” It was the simple pleasures that made everyday life
enjoyable, normal. As long as they retained those, everything else
was manageable.

She leaned into the high-backed chocolate
brown padded chair as Dugan and Darien returned from the Starbucks
counter and took similar seats across from them. Darien sat down
with a plastic cup filled with plain water, while Dugan appeared to
have an iced coffee drink with lots of whipped cream.

“That looks good, Paul,” Jenna commented as
he leaned back in his chair and propped his feet up on the
metal-framed glass circular table between the four of them.

“Oh, it is my dear—a White Chocolate Mocha,”
he said, taking a long pull on his straw. “Delicious.”

Yep, it’s the little things that
matter, she thought, taking another sip of tea. “I hope you
guys were okay meeting here? I still wasn’t up to lunch after
Jordan’s and my breakfast this morning.”

“Not a problem, my girl,” Dugan responded,
taking another long draw on his straw. “Darien and I had a splendid
lunch at a sub shop down the way, so we didn’t go without.”

Darien chuckled. “Paul, I have never known
you to ‘go without’ in all our time together. Even now, it never
ceases to amaze me that you still have room for that—” Darien
pointed at Dugan’s drink, now half gone—“after devouring a
foot-long pastrami sub and the gods know how many chili cheese
fries.”

“Don’t forget the pitcher of beer,” Dugan
added cheerfully.

Darien laughed. “Actually, I did. You would
put Dionysus to shame at a feast, old friend. But Paul is correct,
Jenna, this is good a venue as any to meet.”

“Yeah, I like this place too,” Jordan said,
waving at the barista at the counter, behind the short red brick
wall outlining the seating area. She smiled and waved back while
taking another customer’s order. “Becky had my drink ready as soon
as she saw me come in.”

“So it just takes a pretty girl with a cup
of coffee to make you happy?” Jenna asked, arching an eyebrow
toward Jordan and then glancing toward the young woman.

“Um...I assume the safe answer is no? Or
should I just yell ‘Danger Will Robinson’ and not say anything
else?” he asked, setting his cup down and reaching toward a black
plastic bag near Dugan’s feet.

“No is an acceptable answer,” Jenna replied
with a smile. “And you’re fine. I’m not jealous because you have a
favorite barista, just as long as your only interest is in her is
coffee.”

“I only have eyes for you, babe.” Jordan
reached into his bag and dramatically pulled out the contents. “You
and these Dr. Who DVDs,” he finished with a broad grin.

“Ever the romantic,” Jenna chuckled.

Darien leaned forward and reached for the
boxed DVDs. “Ah, the ones with Tom Baker, I remember those; most
amusing,” he said, turning the box over in his hands.

“Oh, we are so having a Dr. Who marathon
night,” Jordan responded as Darien handed back the box.

“Sounds like a plan—but perhaps we should
deal with this pesky homicidal angel situation first?” Dugan took
his feet from the table and set down his now-empty cup.

“If you insist,” Jordan agreed drily,
sliding the DVDs back into the plastic bag.

“What did you learn from Ravencloak?” Darien
asked.

“Well, for starters, he wants to be called
Jeremiah,” Jordan responded, “but beyond that not much.” Jordan
filled in Darien and Dugan on the details of his and Jenna’s
morning encounter.

“So we still don’t have any definitive proof
that there’s an angel among us, what its capabilities are or how to
fight it if necessary?” Dugan commented rhetorically when Jordan
was finished.

“No,” Jenna admitted, “although after this
morning’s meeting I feel that Jeremiah can be trusted—and he did
give us this other contact who might be able to help us.”

“Do you feel the same way, Jordan?” Darien
asked. “Are you confident after your empathic link with him that
Jeremiah can be trusted?”

“Yeah, I am. He’s different, but then so are
all of us. I think with the direct connection we made I would have
been able to tell if he was trying to bullshit me. We should still
be careful and not make any assumptions about him, but I don’t see
any reason not to follow up on this Caliban guy he said could help
us.”

“He was sorta vague about that part,” Jenna
added.

“That’s probably not much of a concern,”
Dugan interposed. “Supernaturals are a quirky lot; Jeremiah might
have been playing it safe in case he inadvertently pissed off this
Caliban fellow.” Darien nodded in tacit agreement.

“Darien, did you come up with anything
useful after examining the zombie?” Jenna asked.

“Unfortunately, my autopsy did not shed
light on our possible angel situation, but it did lead me to
believe that we have an extremely dangerous and deranged alchemist
in Seattle. Whether he is connected to our possible angelic threat
remains to be seen.”

“Okay, so we should check out this lead that
Jeremiah gave us for sure,” Jordan suggested.

“What about calling the girl—Lori?” Jenna
asked. “She said she could help us after we made contact with
Jeremiah. Do you think that’s a good idea?” Although the question
was addressed to all of them, everyone looked to Darien for the
answer.

The alchemist was quiet for several seconds,
then sighed. “Yes, I suppose we should contact her.”

Dugan looked at him thoughtfully. “Darien,
we’ve known each other for decades. I know you like to keep things
to yourself, but I have to ask, what’s got you so bugged with this
girl? Other than agreeing with Jordan when he asked if you thought
the kid was a real seer, you’ve been strangely quiet about her
sudden appearance in all of this. Is there something you need to
tell us?”

“I did not realize I was being so
transparent—but yes, I suppose there are some things I need to tell
you. I know I’ve been somewhat reticent regarding the girl, but it
is not because I have any immediate concerns about her. It is just
that her unexpected appearance has brought up old and, well,
painful memories.” Darien stared past Jordan and Jenna, through the
floor-to-ceiling windows at the front of the Starbucks. It was
obvious he was seeing much further than what lay across the road as
he continued.

“I do believe, after you described Lori to
me, that she is a genuine oracle, but it is not from my knowledge
as an alchemist that I am so certain. Rather it is because I’ve had
first-hand experience with a young seer…my daughter.” A haunted
looked crept into Darien’s eyes as he went on. “I suppose I should
not be surprised after we were drawn together by the higher powers
to fight the Mondragoran that a potential seer could be pulled in
as well.” Darien turned his gaze from the street back to Jenna and
Jordan. “And the eyes, the violet eyes, they are a hallmark of the
seers once they come into their powers. My daughter, Megaira, had
them—such beautiful eyes.” His voice had grown quiet.

“Darien, maybe I spoke too soon. Maybe this
isn’t something you want to talk about right now?” Dugan asked,
concerned.

Darien smiled weakly. “No, old friend, now
is as good a time as any. And while I have never been one to easily
share my past, thanks to the three of you, I have changed in that
regard and I think I am better for that. I can share this with you;
it’s just difficult.” Darien sat up straighter in his chair as
though the physical act strengthened his inner resolve.

“I never intended to be an alchemist, you
see. I was a scholar in Greece two thousand years ago. I was
married to a beautiful woman, we had a young daughter, and I had
absolutely no interest in magic or the arts, although I was well
aware of their existence. I was quite happy with my family and my
world. Then one day my daughter began to tell my wife and myself
stories of things she said she saw in her mind. At first we
thought our daughter was pretending, as all children do.

“Megaira’s stories were harmless, although
somewhat odd for her age. She would tell us secrets about
the people who lived near us. Cleon the baker put sawdust in his
bread, Phantis had special friends other than his wife, Iokaste was
planning to run away from her parents because she did not want to
marry Telephus. While somewhat mature, we thought them just
harmless fantasies. We thought she would grow tired of her new
game, but the strange stories became more frequent and gradually
took on darker themes. My gentle, quiet daughter told us things
that a girl her age should never have known. Stolos liked to hurt
his wife, Xanthe. Kasos the trader robbed travelers of their
belonging when he went on his trips. Timo’s daughter did not go to
live with her aunt...Timo hit her too hard and now she was buried
in the hills beneath some trees.

“The last story reinforced our belief that
Megaira was making them up, because we had seen Timo and her
daughter that day at the market. But then the stories began to
happen. Iokosta did run away. We saw Xanthe in the market with
bruises on her face and arms—the ones on her arms were in the shape
of a hand. And then,” Darien sighed deeply, “then, Timo’s daughter
disappeared. A few days later her body was found in a shallow grave
in a nearby olive grove. When she was confronted, Timo admitted to
striking her daughter and accidentally killing her in a moment of
anger. To our horror, my wife and I realized that Megaira was not
telling stories—she was having visions of the future.” Darien
reached for his cup and took a drink before continuing.

“My wife and I did not know what to do, but
we were well aware of the concept of seers, so we took our daughter
to the only one we knew of—the Pythia.”

“Pythia?” Jordan asked.

“The Pythia was the name for the oracle of
Delphi,” Darien explained. “My wife and I travelled to the Temple
of Apollo at the slopes of Mount Parnassus in the hopes that the
priestesses there could somehow fix our daughter. Sadly, we learned
that the gift—or perhaps curse—of a seer was not something that
could be fixed.”

“The priestesses met with us and after
spending time with our daughter over many days assured us that she
was indeed ‘touched by Apollo.’ Because of this, the priestesses
said Megaira would be most welcome at the Temple. You see, while
there could only be one Pythia, one oracle of Delphi at a time,
young virginal girls were brought from all over Greece to prepare
them as future vessels of Apollo’s power. There always had to be a
successor to take up the mantle of Pythia when the current holder
died.”

“So they were all seers there?” Jenna
asked.

“No,” Darien said darkly, “many were frauds
or mentally ill or were simply partaking in too many herbs or
inhaling methane from a fissure deep in the temple, but with so
many young girls arriving at the Temple it was inevitable that
there would be some genuine seers among them. It was usually those
girls who were eventually elevated to the status of Pythia.”

“So there was no way to turn off your
daughter’s ability?” Dugan asked.

Darien shook his head, “No. In fact, the
priestesses explained to us that as Megaira grew older her visions
would become more frequent and more vivid. And as they grew in
strength and clarity they would take a greater toll on Megaira’s
body and mind. By ‘toll,’ we soon discovered they meant seizures
that would make a grand mal seem pleasant. Megaira’s visions were
slowly destroying her body, a little bit each time. And as she grew
older and her body weakened under the stress of her sight, it would
become harder for her to distinguish reality from what she saw in
her visions. In other words, my daughter would go slowly insane and
most likely die before she was twenty...she was nine at the
time.”

“I’m so sorry.” Jenna leaned forward, laying
a hand across Darien’s. He patted it gently and pulled back into
his chair.

“My wife and I did not want this for my
daughter, but no one knew a way to help her. So we agreed that she
would stay and serve at the Temple with my daughter while I would
use my skills as a scholar to seek out a cure. It was this search
that led me down the path of alchemy and the mystical arts.”

“What happened?” Jordan asked.

“I failed,” Darien answered flatly. “I
scoured the ancient world for over a decade in search of a way to
‘turn off’ Megaira’s abilities, but during her twenty-first year
her wasted body could no longer endure the terrible toll of her
visions, and she died. According to my wife, who had left me a
message when I returned to Delphi, Megaira’s mind had deteriorated
several years before her death. My wife, Sophia, could not endure a
life without Megaira; she flung herself from a cliff soon
afterward. I was elsewhere in Greece at the time. I learned all
this from the priestesses when I returned a year later.”

“God, Darien, I don’t know what to say,”
Jordan said.

“There is nothing you can say,” Darien
responded. “It is a story worthy of a Greek tragedy, I suppose.
When you told me of this young girl, it bought back memories I have
kept buried for centuries. I was not certain how....” The alchemist
trailed off, a look of surprise on his face as he stared past
Jordan and out the windows of the coffee shop. Jenna saw Dugan’s
eyes grow wide too, as he looked in same direction. Together, she
and Jordan turned in their seats.

A young man and woman had stopped just
outside the doors leading into the Starbucks, and as they stood
there talking a fine red mist thickened behind them. Jordan and
Jenna watched apprehensively as the mist quickly pulled in upon
itself and formed a shape behind the young couple. From the vapor,
a tall spindly creature resolved; naked with glistening red flesh,
it loomed over them. The couple immediately took notice and turned
to face the bizarre apparition. Jordan was already moving toward
the door as the faceless creature raised long arms ending in two
pale, translucent curved claws, but it was too late. With
incredible speed, the arms scissored back and forth, slicing
through the defenseless couple as though their flesh were no more
than tissue paper. The glass doors and windows of the coffeehouse
were showered in spatters of crimson, as the sky blossomed with
flowers of torn meat that rained bloody petals down upon the earth.
Then the screaming began.


Chapter
Eighteen

Jordan transformed into the Child of Shadows
as he crashed through the gore-covered doors in a shower of glass
and bent metal. His only thought was destroying the monster before
it could kill anyone else.

Cars slammed on brakes, their windshields
festooned with blood and shredded meat as Jordan thrust his taloned
hands into the creature’s chest and tore out warm chunks of flesh.
It felt like he was ripping out thick gelatin. He flung the gooey
chunks aside, expecting some reaction, but the creature seemed
unaffected. The rents in its chest revealed no organs or bones, and
it did not bleed. It stood its ground in no apparent distress, then
shoved its own clawed arm deep into Jordan’s sternum and well
beyond. Jordan felt the monster’s claws pass through his heart and
puncture a lung. He grabbed onto the creature’s forearm with both
hands, preventing it from pushing further into his chest as it
lifted him from the pavement.

Jordan found himself staring down onto the
smooth, featureless orb of the creature’s “face.” The texture was
slightly reflective; Jordan momentarily saw a murky pink reflection
of himself, but that ended quickly as the thing backhanded him
across the chest with its other arm. The force of the blow tore
Jordan from his impalement in a spray of blood, flinging him far
back into the Starbucks.

As Jordan’s body flew toward her, Jenna
threw herself to the side, and Darien and Dugan dropped to the
floor. Jordan crashed through the upper portion of the brick
divider and past the counter separating the Starbucks staff from
the customers, slamming into metal coffee dispensers and espresso
machines. A half-dozen screaming employees managed to dive out the
way just before he landed.

The creature strode through the ruined
entrance on its knobby tripod–like feet, as the wounds Jordan had
created in its chest sealed from the inside out, the red flesh
welling up from within to replace the missing chunks. It paused
momentarily, its smooth head panning the room from left to right,
until its sightless gaze stopped on a man cowering beside it.
Dressed in a dark blue suit with a red tie, he whimpered in terror,
pushing himself back against shelves filled with cups and mugs,
bags of coffee, and other coffee-themed bric-a-brac. The contents
of the shelves tumbled to the floor as he stared in blind fear at
the creature before him.

Multiple shots suddenly echoed in the room.
Dugan, back on his feet, had opened fire on the monster. Several
holes erupted in the side of its head, but the bullets passed
through its viscous skull and into the wall with no consequence.
The dark red holes left in their wake immediately sealed
themselves. The creature ignored Dugan’s attack and whipped its
right arm to the side, shearing through the terrified man’s head
with its long claws. The translucent claws sliced neatly through
the man’s skull just below the eyes, sending the upper portion of
the head into the air in a shower of blood, while the body slid
lifelessly to the floor. The shelves broke beneath the dead weight,
spilling bloodied merchandise across the floor as the screams from
the employees and patrons rose further.

“Jenna,” Darien yelled, “cast a barrier
around it. Pin it up against the wall!” Jenna, now standing beside
Dugan, complied instantly, her hands moving quickly to direct the
casting as her mind finalized the theorems for the binding. A pale
orange energy erupted from the floor, extending several feet above
the creature and wrapping around it in a half-circle, trapping it
against the wall with the butchered man.

“Paul, shoot out the windows so we can get
the people out!” Dugan fired several shots into the upper portions
of the windows, and the panels cascaded to the floor. “All of you,”
Darien ordered from behind Jenna and Dugan, “go, now!”

Without hesitation, the patrons and
employees ran frantically out of the building through
glass-encrusted frames and toward the street, where a small crowd
was gathering.

Unhindered by the gaping wound in his chest,
Jordan sprang over the broken wall and landed beside them. The
creature, meanwhile, stood passively behind Jenna’s barrier, its
smooth face oriented upon them, its dripping claws hanging loosely
at its side.

“What the fuck is it?” Jordan spat, glaring
at the creature.

Darien had removed two small, marble-sized
stones from his pocket and was rotating them in the palm of his
hand as he spoke. “I think it’s a—” Before he could finish, the
creature exploded into a vaporous cloud of crimson and began to
flow over the top of Jenna’s wall of energy.

“Shit!” Jenna yelled. “I’ve already
stabilized the spell; I can’t extend it to the ceiling!”

“Head to the back of the store,” Darien
directed them. “We need to get it away from people. We need it to
follow us into the alley!”

The four of them—Darien followed by Jenna,
Dugan and Jordan—ran through a swinging metal door past the ruined
serving area. The mist drifted through the air after them.

They found themselves in a kitchen with a
door marked “Deliveries” leading to the alley. “Please, help me,” a
small broken voice whispered as they ran across the room toward the
delivery door. Darien flung the door open as they looked back
toward a young woman huddled in terror beside a stack of boxes.

Dugan turned back and quickly grabbed the
frightened woman by the arm, pulling her up and toward the exit.
“Come on, we’ll protect you,” he said. She visibly stiffened as
Dugan pulled her toward Jordan and she saw him in his transformed
state.

Jordan shifted momentarily to his human
form, his terrifying visage returning to the one with which she was
familiar. “Becky, I know what I look like, but you have to leave
with us now! I won’t hurt you.” Dugan continued to drag the woman
toward the alley, and despite her obvious fear she followed. Jordan
shifted once more to his darker alter ego as they poured into the
alley. Following close behind them, the red mist flowed around the
lip of the swinging metal door and toward the exit.

“I think it’s a blood wraith,” Darien panted
as they ran into the alley, “a summoned life force contained in a
malleable form that can change shape at will.” They stopped and
turned to face the delivery door. Dugan gently pushed Becky toward
the far end of the alley, and she kept running. “They’re difficult
to kill, because they don’t have any vital organs and don’t feel
physical pain—and once they’ve made an agreement with their
summoner they’re almost impossible to reason with or to dissuade
from their target.” They watched as the crimson mist began to flow
under the closed delivery door and into the alley. “Needless to
say, I believe we are this one’s target. I have a plan, but I need
some time to implement it. Jenna, do you have enough power to cast
your shielding spell again?”

“Yeah, but I’m not going to be able to do
much after that,” she responded as the mist began to float toward
them.

“Do it—only this time encompass the wraith
in a sphere.”

A few yards from them, the mist halted in
midair as it was encased in a globe of orange energy. “Done!” Jenna
yelled victoriously.

“Good. I just need a moment to cast this
element binding spell.” Darien once more rotated the two round
objects in his right hand, waving his left hand toward the trapped
wraith. Jordan could see the round objects more easily now; they
appeared to be small glass globes. One was filled with what looked
like dirt or sand, and the other with a clear liquid. “Jordan, if I
can force its body into a permanent solid state, you should be able
to kill it.”

“Fine by me,” Jordan agreed, striding up to
the orange ball of energy surrounding the blood wraith. As he
approached, the mist suddenly grew faint, then disappeared entirely
from within the bubble. “What the hell? Where did it go?” In the
next instant, the red cloud appeared around Jordan, completely
engulfing him.

“Damn it, it’s moved between the molecules
of the barrier!” Darien yelled. “Jordan, try to hold it a moment
longer. I’m almost done!”

“Hold it how?” Jordan responded, clawing
ineffectually at the mist. “I can’t touch the damn thing.” The same
could not be said for it touching him. As they watched, a portion
of the mist near Jordan’s face grew darker. A thousand needles of
blood took form in the air and punched their way through the right
side of his face, puncturing the flesh and ripping it away to
reveal the glistening muscles beneath.

“Sonofabitch,” Jordan yelled, swiping at the
mist, only to have it dissipate before he could make contact.
Instinctively, Jordan sent invisible tendrils of his essence toward
the mist, hoping to drain the wraith’s life force, only to find
himself playing tag with it on a molecular level. The unseen
filaments of his energy lashed out at the wraith, but the creature
simply shifted the atoms of its form, denying Jordan the
opportunity to latch onto it. Meanwhile the wraith continued to
randomly solidify portions of itself just long enough to tear at
the exposed flesh of Jordan’s hands and face. The damage, while
painful, was cosmetic, but Jordan feared what the wraith could do
if it got to the others. Then it tore out his right eye, shredding
the orb in the socket and bringing Jordan to the realization that
he might, in fact, be in danger as well.

Jordan felt a psychic shiver vibrate through
the air as a warm wash of energy cascaded over him. The air in the
alley was filled with the scent of damp earth, and Jordan watched
as Darien’s casting rolled past him, pushing the molecules of the
blood wraith away and forcing them to condense together. The mist
grew denser and closed in upon itself. Then, with a wet squelch,
the wraith suddenly solidified in midair and dropped to the
pavement in its bipedal form.

It lay on its knees, supported on its clawed
arms, its damp red body quivering. Jordan quickly closed in on it.
The blood wraith whipped its right arm toward him, the claws
directed at Jordan’s face, but he was ready and easily caught it by
the wrist. Jordan yanked it upward until its featureless face was
level with his own, then plunged his taloned hand deep into the
creature’s chest.

Once more Jordan released his energies into
the wraith—but this time, due to Darien’s spell, the blood wraith
was locked into one shape and could not alter its form to avoid
contact with Jordan’s life-draining tendrils. Hungrily, Jordan’s
Mondragoran nature took over. But as he prepared to drain the
creature, Jordan held back for a moment as his human side realized
that more than one life force comprised the blood wraith’s essence.
Analyzing the energy signatures, Jordan discerned multiple
essences; there were, in fact, five, four of which were human and
one that was alien to him—the blood wraith. Jordan realized that
the creature was relying on stolen life forces for its power. With
little effort, Jordan sliced through the bindings that trapped the
human essences within the blood wraith, setting the souls free to
drift away, transcending beyond this world to whatever awaited them
next in the cycle of creation.

Wait. Spare. Show enemies
will. A dry voice whispered in Jordan’s mind as he felt the
blood wraith connect with his consciousness in a desperate attempt
to barter for its continued existence.

Show me now! Jordan ordered, tearing
into it psychically. Agony ripped through the blood wraith, making
its assault on Jordan’s flesh seem like the caress of a gentle
breeze.

See… its consciousness wheezed, and
Jordan saw the images of the blood wraith’s masters. A middle-aged
man, short in stature and dressed in a white shirt with rolled
sleeves, his arms covered in dark, twisting tattoos.

Almagest. Alchemist, the blood
wraith rasped weakly.

Beside the alchemist stood a naked man—no,
more than a man, Jordan realized. For although it appeared human,
it was too perfect. Though his mental connection to the wraith was
tenuous, Jordan still could sense a tremendous amount of power
radiating from the naked man. It was the same energy he had tasted
when he’d encountered the zombie at the warehouse.

Aftiel. Angel, the blood
wraith whispered. Jordan shuddered as hypothesis became fact.

Where?! Jordan screamed into the
creature’s consciousness.

That will be enough for now, Mondragoran
construct, a commanding voice admonished, instantly severing
Jordan’s connection with the wraith’s consciousness before he could
visualize a location. When we finally meet, it shall be on my
terms. But not before I have learned more, tested you more.

Power like nothing Jordan had encountered
since the Mondragoran and the gods that opposed them welled up from
within the blood wraith, an alien energy devouring it from within.
Jordan immediately separated his essence from that of the wraith,
but he was unable to withdraw all of his tendrils, and some of the
smaller filaments came in direct contact with the new energy. To
Jordan’s surprise, the energy actually burned his Mondragoran
nature, annihilating the portions it touched. The loss was no
danger to the Child of Shadows, but this was the first time in five
years that Jordan had encountered something that could actually
destroy his energy. Not since the wards of the Foundations had
Jordan felt that kind of power. And while Jordan found this
disconcerting, what truly worried him was that, despite the
destructive nature of this alien energy, he found himself craving
the deadly touch. Deep within, among the tattered race memories
left by the Mondragoran, Jordan sensed that, with preparation, he
could feed on this energy. He could feast on the life force of an
angel and it would be…delicious.

The entire encounter had taken mere seconds.
Jordan found himself, hands now empty, standing over a small pile
of dried blood—all that remained of the blood wraith after the
angel had destroyed it. Followed closely by Darien and Jenna, Dugan
came to stand beside Jordan as he lowered his arms.

“Good job, lad, you’ve killed the damn
thing,” Dugan said, pleased, patting Jordan soundly on the
back.

Jordan shook his head. “Actually, I didn’t.
I was trying to pull a location from its consciousness when one of
its masters destroyed it from within.”

“Masters? Do you know who summoned it?”
Darien asked quietly.

“Yeah—yeah, I do.” Jordan paused. “An
alchemist called Almagest and a mother fucking angel called
Aftiel.” Jordan shuddered as he looked down at the remains of the
blood wraith. “Guys, we’re in some deep shit.”


Chapter
Nineteen

Clinging to the buildings overlooking the
Starbucks, hidden within the shadows of the eaves, the animated
corpses of three fairy drones watched Jenna cast a glamour that
allowed her and the others to exit the alley unnoticed by the
growing crowd and arriving squad cars. The casting, however, had no
effect on the cold, dead eyes of the drones, which continued to
observe with their macabre camera heads. As Jenna and the others
slipped into another alleyway leading away from the crowds, the
drones took to the air and followed the fleeing group. Like
diminutive birds of prey they pursued, their dark shining bodies
silhouetted in shades of orange and red as the sun began to set
across the city.

. . . .

“The blood wraith did not last much longer
than my zombie,” Mr. Almagest commented idly to Aftiel while they
viewed the monitors, watching through the eyes of the drones as
they pursued Jordan and the others.

The alchemist sat relaxed, his legs crossed
in Mr. Robinson’s favorite leather chair, sipping tea from a brown
mug with the hand painted words “Best Dad Ever!” Aftiel, meanwhile,
stood naked and motionless, processing the information relayed from
the drones.

“True. Nevertheless, the encounter has
yielded useful information.” Aftiel turned and looked down at Mr.
Almagest with his pale glowing eyes. “Tell me, what do you think we
have learned?”

The alchemist straightened himself in the
chair, holding the mug in his lap. He glanced at the monitors for a
moment, then looked up at the angel. Never flinching, he looked
directly into Afiel’s eyes. Had Mr. Almagest been lacking in power,
that action alone would have driven him to madness—but, in his own
way, the alchemist was already quite mad. He found the angel’s gaze
unnerving but refused to appear unnecessarily subservient. Mr.
Almagest knew to show the angel respect, but being a predator
himself he also understood the danger of appearing weak. Such was
the behavior of prey. The angel was testing him, but he had answers
to the question posed. Aftiel smiled slightly as the alchemist
spoke.

“Several things. First, while the blood
wraith initially appeared to have a physical advantage, the
revenant was able to quickly match it in strength and ferocity.
Comparing this fight and the one with my zombies, it seems clear
that the revenant is a capable combatant. Second, during both
fights we saw that the revenant was not distracted or even slowed
down by physical pain, nor did it appear to be impacted by injuries
that would have weakened or killed many supernaturals.”

Aftiel nodded. “What else?”

“Based upon its behavior during this
evaluation, I believe the revenant can easily be swayed by its
emotions. For example, it immediately attacked the wraith when it
saw the man and woman dispatched. This rash act suggests a tendency
to react on emotion rather than strategy. It would have been wiser
for the revenant to have delayed and observed its opponent’s next
move and abilities before committing itself to battle.

“While this is the only encounter in which
we have witnessed the revenant fighting alongside others, it seemed
that it relied heavily upon the support of its compatriots—the
sorceress, the apparent alchemist, and the other man. I am
uncertain how well the revenant would have fared had the sorceress
not delayed the wraith long enough for the alchemist to bind it,
thereby allowing the revenant to link directly with its essence.
Since you found it necessary to disband the connection to the
wraith—understandable, of course—I cannot ascertain whether the
revenant’s Mondragoran energies would have destroyed the
wraith.”

Aftiel turned back the monitors. “You were
correct: this was a test, and you have given a reasonable and sound
analysis of the data. And I assure you that the revenant, Jordan,
would have had little difficulty in destroying the wraith once he
was linked to it. You have never encountered the Mondragoran, but I
guarantee that their power rivals even that of my people.” The
angel paused for a moment. “It would appear that they have noticed
our sentinels.”

Mr. Almagest turned to the monitors in time
to see multiple images of the group looking to the sky, toward the
drones. Paul Dugan had raised his weapon, and the woman was
directing a casting skyward. Three screens immediately went black
as input from those drones ceased.

“A pity. I was hoping they would lead us to
their place of dwelling,” Aftiel commented without concern.
“Regardless, they were attempting to return home on foot, so with
the remaining sentinels at our disposal we will locate them soon
enough.” Mr. Almagest watched the viewpoints from the remaining
drones change as the angel mentally redirected them toward the area
where their brethren had ceased functioning. “In the meantime, how
would you suggest we prepare for the revenant’s next
assessment?”

Mr. Almagest stood, placing the mug of tea
on a nearby table. “I believe we need a better understanding of the
revenant’s behavior and abilities. We need to see how it performs
when it cannot rely on its friends. This would necessitate a more
controlled encounter with just the revenant and no outside
supports.”

Aftiel nodded. “This sounds sensible. How do
you intend to separate the revenant from his comrades? Do you wish
to kill them?”

“No, the deaths of the revenant’s friends
would add an emotional variable that would be difficult to factor
into the encounter. I would prefer to see the revenant in a combat
situation without the support of its friends, but with the
knowledge that they are still alive. We can always follow up with
another evaluation comparing its abilities and reaction time after
its friends have been eliminated.” Mr. Almagest stepped closer to
the cluster of monitors floating before them. “Could you show me
the moment when they entered the alley?”

A new mystical pane of energy appeared,
overlapping the others. It showed Jordan and the others exiting the
Starbucks delivery door and entering the alley.

“There, stop,” Mr. Almagest ordered,
pointing at the scene. “Do you see how they went to the trouble of
saving that one?”

“Yes,” Aftiel said, magnifying the focus of
the display upon the young woman. “Apparently her name is
Becky.”

“Let me start there. Since they went to the
trouble of saving her, they clearly valued her continued existence.
Perhaps if she is placed in an appropriate level of danger we can
draw the revenant out to a place of our choosing.”

“I will redirect a drone to ascertain the
female’s current location and maintain surveillance until you can
retrieve her.”

“Perfect.” Mr. Almagest tapped a forefinger
to his lips. “I already have an idea how to deal with the subject
to guarantee the revenant’s participation in the experiment. We
will eventually need to leave him a private message, something to
draw him out.”

“That will be easily attained within a few
days, if not hours. We have significantly narrowed down the area
where he or his friends reside. I am certain the drones will find
the location soon enough.”

“Excellent,” Mr. Almagest replied, watching
the larger monitor. It was streaming real-time through a drone’s
camera eye, and showed Becky standing outside the Starbucks. She
was hugging herself while a female police officer asked her
questions and occasionally took notes. Soon the police woman would
be finished, Mr. Almagest thought, and Becky would be allowed to
return home. When she did, the drone would follow, eventually
giving the alchemist a location. With the aid of the woman, he
would make sure the revenant was given a much more strenuous test
of its abilities.

. . . .

Darien knelt on one knee, staring down at
the gruesome creature held within his hand. It dangled lifelessly
on its back, its withered arms and legs hanging to either side of
his palm. Dugan’s well-placed shot had torn through its left
shoulder, obliterating a significant portion of its upper torso and
tearing off a wing. The loss of the wing had resulted in the
mechanized fairy spinning out of control to crash headfirst into
the ground. The camera had shattered, but there were still enough
remnants attached to the thin neck to confirm that the head been
replaced with a recording device.

“Jesus, I thought the damn things were bad
enough before,” Jenna commented with revulsion, momentarily
shuddering while looking past Darien’s shoulder. “This is ten times
worse.”

Darien gently poked the fairy’s
black-carapaced chest. “It’s not leaking any fluids, and I can
smell embalming chemicals through its wound. The spells animating
it are quickly unraveling, but it’s clear that this minor revenant
was created through alchemy.” Darien stood up as Jordan and Dugan
approached from further down the alley. “Was there anything left
from the other two?” he asked as they arrived.

“Nope,” Jordan responded, and Dugan shook
his head. “Jenna’s incendiary spell pretty much vaporized the other
two in mid-air.”

“We might find some fragments of bone or
metal among the trash if we look hard enough, but I don’t think we
have time for that now,” Dugan added.

“Sorry, when Paul said he thought something
was following from above and I looked up and saw what I thought
were fairies I kinda overreacted. I’ve got some issues with those
things,” Jenna apologized, her cheeks pink with embarrassment.

Darien gently shook his head. “You had no
reason to think otherwise, and one of these is enough to reveal
that Almagest and Aftiel have been actively observing us.”

“So this isn’t some weird coincidence?”
Jenna asked.

“You mean that we were just attacked by some
freaky shape-changer made of living blood and now discover we’re
being trailed by a bunch of robo-fairies?” Jordan snorted through
the torn flesh of his lips. The damage to his face and hands was
healing as he slowly regenerated, but he still looked a mess—only
now he appeared as though he’d been in a brutal fistfight rather
than having had his flesh flayed. It wouldn’t be long before his
energy reserves were tapped out and he would need to drain a living
life force to heal again.

“Don’t be an ass,” Jenna snapped, glaring at
Jordan. “It wasn’t an unreasonable question.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t trying to be a dick.
Sometimes I’m not as funny as I think I am,” he apologized
sheepishly.

“No shit,” Jenna responded tersely, although
her glower softened. “It’s fine—you’re funny most of the time, just
not now.” Realizing Jenna was still embarrassed about her overkill
with the fairies, Jordan remained quiet to avoid digging a deeper
hole for himself.

Darien ignored their brief spat and answered
her question. “No, it’s not a coincidence. I was discussing with
Paul earlier this morning that the alchemist I believed responsible
for the zombie was known for creating such things as this.” He held
the fairy in his hand a little higher as he spoke. Its appendages
jiggled disconcertingly. “This synthesis of technology with a
reanimated corpse is exactly the kind of construction that the
Surgeon was known for. I am certain that the alchemist that the
blood wraith called Almagest is the same one I postulated as being
behind the zombie’s creation.”

“I can sense some residual energy in that
thing,” Jordan pointed a finger at the fairy, “and it’s the same
energy I sensed in the alley when I ran into the zombies in the
warehouse, and the same energy that I felt destroy the wraith. I’m
sure it’s from the angel.”

“I believe you’re correct, Jordan,” Darien
added. “I can also detect the fading energy in this fairy, and its
pattern is the same as what I first observed when we captured the
zombie.”

“So now we know for sure that we’re dealing
with a nut-job alchemist and a real angel, but we have no clue why
they’re interested in us,” Dugan interjected.

Everyone was silent for a moment.

“Do you think they know about the
bookstore?” Jenna asked quietly.

“Shit,” Jordan said. “I hadn’t thought of
that.”

“We can’t know for certain since we don’t
know how long we’ve been under surveillance.” Darien removed a
crystal from his pocket, tossing the fairy into the air with his
other hand. It burned white-hot and disappeared in an instant. “But
we should assume they know we live nearby.”

“How were they even following us with
Jenna’s glamour?” Jordan asked.

“Glamours are designed to obscure the senses
of living creatures. It didn’t occur to me to create something that
would hide us from modern-day tech,” Jenna answered.

“That’s a moot issue now,” Darien
interrupted. “Now that we’re aware of this form of surveillance, I
can alter one of my prepared enchantments to conceal us from it.
For now, though, I think we should avoid returning to the bookstore
until we can establish whether it has been compromised.”

“Should we head over to this Caliban’s
place?” Jordan asked.

“Yes, that’s a good idea,” Darien answered,
removing another crystal from his pocket. “I don’t think we can
afford to delay any potential lead at this point. Clearly we are
being hunted, so time is of the essence. Give me a moment to alter
the enchantments I have set in this quartz, and I will be able to
create a localized spell to obscure us from technological
surveillance and the undead. If we combine that with Jenna’s
glamour, we should be well-hidden from prying eyes.”

“I’ll just rely on my ol’ peepers,” Dugan
tapped his temple beside his eyes, “seeing as how I saw the little
buggers before any of you.”

“No argument there,” Darien responded,
activating the enchantment while Jenna recast her glamour.

“Guys, I’m gonna be tapped out for a bit.
With all the spells I’ve cast, I’m running on fumes,” Jenna told
them.

Jordan put his arm around Jenna, who looked
exhausted. “Hopefully we won’t need any magic when we see Caliban.
You just rest up. The rest of us can handle things until then.”

“Alright, we’re set. Let’s head to the car.”
Darien pocketed his crystal.

“I’ll text Lori where we’re going in case
she has any more information for us. We’re at the point where she
said we could contact her again.” Texting on the run as they cut
between buildings, Jordan thought how odd it was that they seemed
to spend more time in the damn alleys than the roads as of
late.

. . . .

Lori looked up from her finished drawing as
her iPhone vibrated on the nightstand beside her bed. “It’s about
time,” she grumbled. Dropping the green pencil on the pile spilled
out on the floor, she stood, folded the picture in two and grabbed
her blue and black cat-eared hoodie from the bed. She put it on,
tucking the picture and her phone into the pocket of the hoodie as
she quietly slipped from her room and snuck out of the
apartment.


Chapter
Twenty

They arrived at the address as the final
rays of sunlight disappeared and night began to settle across the
city. Darien and Jenna needed to negate their spells so Caliban
would be able to see them, so they decided to park the car at a
distance and walk the rest of the way. They all agreed this would
give them the opportunity to verify if they were being followed in
any mystical or mundane manner.

Thanks to a huge, brightly-lit yellow sign
with black lettering declaring that the site belonged to Mooncalf
Salvage and Scrap, they had no difficulty locating it. The
billboard towered above the junkyard on steel supports behind
twelve-foot-high rusted corrugated metal walls topped with twisted
loops of razor wire. The wall they were walking alongside clearly
ran the length of the block, and Jordan felt certain that the
business covered several acres.

Turning the corner in search of the
entrance, Jordan and Jenna saw a familiar figure standing under a
lone streetlight before a rolling chain-link gate, the only
apparent entrance to the scrap yard. Lori pulled her cat-eared
hoodie back with both hands and walked toward them.

“Kiddo, how did you—” Jordan stammered in
surprise.

“Duh, I’m a seer,” she answered with a roll
of her violet eyes before Jordan could finish. “It kinda goes with
the territory. See the future, know what others don’t, blah
blah.”

“You should’ve just answered our text,”
Jenna interrupted sternly. “It’s not safe being around us right
now.”

Lori gave Jenna a slight smirk. “I
know—you’re being hunted by the angel and his little butt-monkey
alchemist.”

“Butt-monkey…?” Dugan sputtered. “Oh, I love
this young lady,” he chuckled heartily, stepping past Jenna and
Jordan. “You may already know me, girl, but I’ll still introduce
myself. Paul Dugan, at your service.” He smiled broadly and reached
out to shake her hand. “Just call me Paul.”

Her much smaller hand was engulfed by his as
she accepted it. “Hi,” she responded, returning Dugan’s infectious
smile. “I did know your name, but it’s still nice that you
introduced yourself. I usually just get the big picture with my
sight but not all the details. So normally I don’t know things like
names. You guys are different; I know more about you than anyone
I’ve ever had visions about. I think it’s because you saved me when
I was a little kid,” she explained with a slight shrug as Dugan
released her hand.

“I’m Darien,” the alchemist said, moving
beside Dugan and extending his hand to the young seer.

Lori paused for a moment, and the smile slid
from her face. She did not reach for Darien’s hand. “I know you
too,” she said matter-of-factly.

“How so?” Darien asked softly. Jordan could
have sworn there was a hint of nervousness in those two words,
something he’d never heard from the alchemist before.

Her eyes seemed to glow a deeper violet
under the streetlight as she looked up at them. “Seers never really
die, you know, they go…they go somewhere else. I’m not exactly sure
where, but from that place they can share their knowledge with the
other living seers. After the day you guys saved me from the demon,
they’ve talked to me. I call them my Whispers; they help me
understand what I see in my visions.”

Darien slowly lowered his hand. He stood
rigidly, an indefinable expression on his face. Jordan couldn’t
tell if it was fear, hope, or something else entirely.

“Honestly, I don’t exactly talk to the
Whispers so much as they talk at me, but you should know,”
she paused, looking intently at Darien, “I’ve heard your daughter’s
voice.” For a moment the girl’s brash aura evaporated. An innocence
and gentleness shone through as she continued. “She knows that you
tried to save her, that you tried as hard as you could. She knows
that you loved her. And, well, you should know that she loved you
too. That’s all.” Lori suddenly stepped and put her arms around
Darien’s slender waist, leaning her head against his chest as she
hugged him fiercely. “This is from Megaira.”

Darien’s body relaxed as he held her, and
tears quietly ran from the corners of his eyes, but his voice was
composed when he spoke. “Thank you, child; I can’t begin to tell
you what those words mean to me,” he said, gently stroking one of
Lori’s blue-ribboned pigtails.

“It’s okay—I know,” she replied, pulling
away from the alchemist and wiping her eyes with the cuff of her
sleeve. She pulled the hoodie over her head and the momentary air
of vulnerability was gone. “Okay, no more mushy stuff, you guys
have a job to do and you need my help.”

Jenna nodded, her eyes red-rimmed, while
Dugan coughed and Jordan rubbed something from the corner of his
eye.

“Yeah, okay,” Jordan agreed, “but even if
you know things you need to listen to us so we can make sure you’re
safe.”

“Which part of ‘I can see the future’ did
you not get?” Lori said with annoyance, placing her fists on her
hips. “I can take care of myself.”

“Actually, you’ve already said you don’t see
everything,” Darien commented, “and I know for a fact, having some
limited ability myself, that seers can’t see their own future, so
you can’t know for sure when you’re safe. We will listen to you,
but you can’t work with us if you won’t allow us keep you as safe
as possible. That means you need to listen to us too—please.”

Lori sighed dramatically. “Okay, fine, I
will, but don’t get all parental.”

Dugan chuckled deeply. “I doubt with this
motley group you’re going to get a lot of parenting.”

“Humph, you guys may be motley, but I am
certainly not,” Jenna said with mock offense.

“I am not motley!” Darien declared
sternly.

“I think I might be sorta motley,” Jordan
finished with a smile.

Lori giggled loudly.

“Okay, why don’t we see who’s home.” Jordan
moved past the others and toward a small callbox mounted on a short
pole to the side of the gate. A white metal plate attached above a
blue button on the box stated in red letters to “press button for
service.” Jordan reached forward and pressed it as everyone came to
stand behind him. He heard no sound, and while they waited Jordan
used his night vision to peer past the chain-link gate and through
the darkness that hid the inside of the salvage yard. He could see
countless stacks of cars as high as the wall and mounds of metal
objects, but nothing else.

“Jenna, do you see the wards encompassing
the scrap yard?” Darien asked from behind Jordan.

“Yeah, they’re impressive. I couldn’t begin
to get past them. Whatever Caliban’s got in there, he must really
want to keep it hidden.”

Jordan adjusted his sight further, shifting
to the magical spectrum, for a better look at what they were
talking about. The sky above the scrap yard suddenly erupted with
vibrant patterns of energy. A riot of colors bombarded his mystical
sight. Thick lines of pulsating energy outlined powerful
enchantments, and interspersed among those were countless cantrips
and interconnected spells, all of which wove around and above the
yard in a protective dome. It was a magical construct beyond
anything Jordan had ever seen. So many enchantments and cantrips
were layered upon one another that Jordan couldn’t tell where some
began and others ended. The complexity of the casting made the
defensive wards around the bookstore seem like a house of straw by
comparison. Jordan shifted his sight back to the mundane world and
wolf-whistled. “Wow.”

“In case you wondered what a Grand Warding
looked like,” Darien said quietly, “that’s a good example.”

A deep voice suddenly echoed from the call
box. “We’re closed, come back in the morning or send me an email
with your business.”

“Jeremiah sent us. He said you owed him a
favor and if you helped us it would be repaid,” Jordan stated
loudly.

Seconds went by. “Wait there,” the voice
ordered gruffly. After a few minutes, they could hear a heavy
tramping from deep within the yard, and then Jordan made out a
hulking silhouette slowly approaching them from the other side of
the gate. When the figure was a few feet from them, the gate rolled
back and a giant of a man stepped from the shadows into the pale
glow of the streetlight.

Dressed in blue overalls with numerous
grease stains and a threadbare red-and-black-checkered shirt, the
man who stomped over to them with worn tan cowboy boots was huge.
He was taller than Jordan, easily six-four, and Jordan estimated he
must weigh at least 260 pounds—all of which had to be, based on the
way his torso and biceps strained against his shirt, pure muscle.
He held a huge crowbar, at least four feet long, over his right
shoulder as he peered down at them with intense brown eyes. His
complexion was a deep chocolate, and his cheeks were peppered with
countless black freckles. A thick, curly white beard framed his
face, and more tufts of white hair sprouted from beneath the edges
of a blue wide-brimmed baseball cap that he had on his head in
reverse. He reminded Jordan of Morgan Freeman, if Morgan Freeman
were on massive roids.

“Jeremiah, huh,” he grunted deeply. With a
hand the size of a small ham, he pointed a stubby finger with a
dirty chewed fingernail at them. “What’d he tell you about me?”

“He said you went by the name Caliban…and
not much else, honestly,” Jenna answered, stepping beside Jordan.
“You are Caliban, right?”

“Yeah, that’s me,” he answered, with a nod
toward Jenna.

“We’ve got a serious problem,” she
continued, “and we don’t know how to proceed. We went to Jeremiah
first, and when he couldn’t help us he suggested we see you. He
said you might be able to help us, but he didn’t say how.”

“So he said if I helped you he’d clear all
my debt?” Caliban placed particular emphasis on the word
all. Jenna nodded. “It must be pretty important if he’d wipe
everything,” Caliban mused, pointing over his shoulder with the
thumb of his free hand. “Jeremiah helped me set all this up when I
relocated here. I couldn’t have done this without his help and his
power.” It was clear that Caliban wasn’t referring to the scrap
yard.

“So will you help us?” Jordan asked
pointedly.

“Hold your horses, slim, gimmie a second to
decide. I wanna see what I’m dealing with before I commit to
anything.” Caliban reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a
pair of black-rimmed pince-nez glasses with dark red lenses. He
placed them firmly on the bridge of his nose and began to
scrutinize each of them.

“Okay, so we’ve got a human caster, energy
levels suggest a sorceress or witch-type. The kid’s human and
surrounded by power but it’s not part of her…ah, a seer, got it.
Another caster but different and real old, I put my money on an
alchemist. And then another human, but no mystical energy
associated with him.” Caliban paused when he settled his gaze on
Jordan. “What in Tartarus are you?” he asked with surprise. “My
specs read that you’re some sort of revenant, but they can’t
identify the energy that animates you. In fact, it’s not like
anything I’ve ever seen before—and I’ve seen a lot.”

“Yeah, I’m one of a kind,” Jordan replied
dryly. “How does knowing any of this help you decide whether you’re
going to help us?” he added with annoyance.

Caliban shrugged his massive shoulders. “I
like to see what kind of beings I’m dealing with and get an idea
what they can do. In my line of work, it lets me know if they might
pose a threat. Plus, it gives me an idea how much they know about
magic and such. For example,” he waved his left hand toward Jenna
and Darien, “you don’t get to be a sorceress or an alchemist
without knowing a shit-load about magic and how things really work
in this reality. Same goes for the seer. They know all kinds of
things. I can’t speak for you,” he pointed at Jordan, “but you’re
clearly not human. Looking at all that weird energy inside of you
I’d say you’re probably some high-level magical creature. And that
just leaves your bearded friend,” he pointed at Dugan. “He appears
to be a regular human, but if he’s hanging with you lot he’s gotta
know something, huh?” He slipped the glasses back into his pocket.
“So now I have a good idea who and what I’m conducting business
with,” Caliban finished smugly with a broad-toothed grin.

“Fair enough,” Darien commented casually.
“Actually, maybe not—with your enchanted lenses, you can so easily
inspect us, but yet you hide your true nature behind an
illusion.”

Jordan shifted to the mystical spectrum. His
sight revealed that Caliban’s face, hands and the crowbar slung
over his shoulder were all covered with a pale yellow energy. A
powerful spell concealed them from both normal and magical
sight.

“Eh, not surprised you caught that,” Caliban
said, smiling at Darien. “Yeah, it’s only fair I lay some of my
cards on the table.” Caliban lowered the crowbar. He placed the
hooked end on the pavement, still holding the other end with his
right hand. Then he reached over with his left hand and touched a
black leather band wrapped around his wrist that had initially been
hidden by his shirt cuff. As he brushed his fingers against the
leather wristband, a series of sigils etched into it began to
radiate in soft silver. He said just one word—“reveal”—and the
illusion disappeared.

Not everything changed. Caliban was still
dressed the same, and he was still just as tall and muscular, but
he no longer had a simple crowbar resting at his feet. While the
tool was still at least four feet in length, it looked completely
different. The end resting on the pavement looked like an oversized
metal hammer with a six-inch curved spike emerging from the other
side. The portion held in his right hand, which was now covered in
short dense brown fur, was wrapped in leather, which was secured to
a thick, heavily-engraved dark wooden shaft by brass studs. A small
rounded metal pommel topped the end. It was no longer a dangerous
tool but instead a much deadlier weapon.

“Nice warhammer,” Dugan commented
appreciatively.  

Jordan would have said something about the
warhammer too, if he hadn’t been staring at Caliban’s face, which
had changed significantly.

Caliban’s head was now distinctly bovine,
with an elongated muzzle that ended in a damp black nose, a brass
hoop pierced through the middle. Large, expressive liquid-brown
eyes peered out beneath heavy shaggy brows. Behind the eyes, long
leaf-shaped ears were folded back. From the left ear, at the end,
another brass hoop hung. Jutting out over the head were two long
white horns capped in spiked steel. Course brown hair covered the
head and neck, and Jordan assumed the rest of the body as well. The
hair at the base of the chin was white and much longer. It was
braided with black beads and formed a short goatee. Where illusion
had previously portrayed black freckles against brown skin, Caliban
now sported black spots against dark brown fur.

“Holy shit, are you a minotaur?” Jordan
asked with barely contained glee.

“Yeah, what of it?” Caliban demanded with a
frown, turning his baseball cap around and hefting his warhammer
onto his shoulder.

“Nothing, just…shit, you’re awesome.”

Caliban seemed simultaneously confused and
taken aback. “Oh, ah, okay. Um, thanks?”

Jenna laughed. “Jordan’s a bit of a fanboy.
My guess is too much D & D,” she said, patting Jordan’s
shoulder.

“Hey, don’t judge!” Jordan blurted out,
still staring at Caliban.

“Okay, before this gets even weirder,” Dugan
interjected, “are you going to help us or not?”

“It’s not that simple,” Caliban answered,
looking sideways at Jordan, who was still beaming. “Yeah, I’ll let
one of you through but you’ll have to help yourselves.”

“Could you explain?” Darien asked.

Caliban nodded. “Here’s how it works. I deal
in magical and non-magical objects. The enchantments built into
this place are designed to help beings locate things that will help
them with their problems.” Caliban motioned into the darkness of
the scrap yard. “This is a salvage yard, but it’s also a nexus
point to multiple realities, and in those realities are all kinds
of things. The portals leading to those things open and close all
the time. And what’s in here, what you can locate, changes all the
time: day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute. I let one of you
across the threshold here,” he motioned with the head of the
warhammer at a space past the gate, “and you say what it is you’re
looking for, then if I don’t disagree, you can go off and search
for it.”

“What do you mean ‘if you don’t disagree?’”
Jordan asked.

“Well, think about it. I’m not going hear
you say, ‘I want a nuclear bomb’ or ‘I want a vial of Ebola’ or
some really dangerous shit and just let you go trotting in there
looking for it. That’s just bad for business. If I start arming
everyone with crap like that, pretty soon some persnickety sorcerer
or whatever will shut me down.”

“Yeah, okay, that makes sense,” Jordan
agreed.

“You can’t guarantee success either?” Jenna
asked.

“Nope, sorry. The enchantments assist you,
they open windows across time and space, but you have to find the
thing you’re looking for on your own.” Caliban shrugged. “That’s
assuming there’s something out there that can help you.”

 

“So if we don’t find anything, then you can
just say we didn’t want it enough or it doesn’t exist? Sounds like
when a psychic reads your future and then when it doesn’t happen
the way they said they make excuses. How do we know this is even
real?” Jordan asked bluntly.

An angry glint appeared in Caliban’s eyes,
and he stepped within inches of Jordan, glaring down at him. Jordan
met his stare. “Let me make this clear, my shit is real! You think
Jeremiah would’ve sent you here if it wasn’t? You can ask your
question and give it a shot or pack up and go home. It’s no matter
to me.”

Jenna reached up and laid a hand lightly on
Caliban’s arm. “We don’t mean offense. We’re just trying to be
sure.”

Caliban looked from Jordan to Jenna, his
scowl fading. “Yeah, I get that. I’m not used to people questioning
me on this. By the time most arrive here, they know I’m legit. I
can’t promise anything, but since Jeremiah’s paying your ticket
whaddaya have to lose?”

“True,” Darien agreed. “Jordan, why don’t
you do it? If this is some sort of magical test, you may be the
best equipped to deal with it.”

“Fine by me,” he answered, starting to step
past Caliban. “Maybe we can figure out how to deal with this damn
angel then.”

“Oh, hell no!” Caliban bellowed, swinging
his hammer up and holding it in both hands to block Jordan’s
passage. Jordan sprang back, while Jenna and Darien took up
defensive positions, ready to cast. Dugan’s gun was out, and he was
aiming directly at the minotaur’s head.

“What’s the deal?!” Jordan yelled at
Caliban.

“You don’t cross angels, they’re dangerous
fucks! If you’ve got a problem with an angel I don’t want any part
of it! You get something here that puts you up against one of them
and they found out I helped you they might go all Sodom and
Gomorrah on my ass. Sorry, but I don’t owe Jeremiah enough to take
that kind of heat.” The minotaur stepped back past the opened gate,
clearly intending to close up shop.

“Wait!” Lori said, moving toward him. “I
have something you might consider worth letting Jordan through.”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out the folded piece of
construction paper.

Caliban paused. “What?”

“An answer to something only a seer could
know. I’ll give it to you, but you have to promise if it’s what
you’ve been looking for you’ll let Jordan through.”

“What could you have…” Caliban’s voice
trailed off and his expression changed as though something
important had just dawned on him. He slowly lowered the warhammer,
setting the head on the ground once more. Jenna and Darien lowered
their hands in turn, castings paused, and Dugan lowered his weapon.
Jordan remained tense but did not shift form. “Okay, I promise, on
my honor. Show me.” Lori didn’t hesitate; she walked straight to
the minotaur and handed him the picture. Caliban accepted it, and
with the same hand flipped it open. In the next moment he seemed to
wilt, all the anger and fear flowing out of him. His eyes shimmered
when he looked down at Lori. “How…?”

“I’m a seer; I know stuff.” He nodded, then
gently folded the picture and slipped it into the pocket of his
overalls.

“Okay, her picture and the clearing of all
of my debt to Jeremiah, and you—” he pointed at Jordan—“can pass
with your question. If I agree to the question you can go
searching.”

Jordan nodded and walked forward again. This
time the minotaur did not move as Jordan proceeded past the open
gate.

“Okay, stop there and ask your question,”
Caliban ordered.

Jordan stared deep into the shadows of the
salvage yard. “How do I stop an angel?” he asked.

Caliban sighed heavily. “Go, find what you
seek.”


 Chapter
Twenty-One

The Orange Cab dropped Becky Reynolds
outside her brownstone in Capitol Hill just after 8:00. After the
nightmare at the Starbucks she’d been too shaken to drive herself
home, so one of the police officers had been kind enough to call
her a taxi.

The neighborhood where Becky lived was one
of the older areas of Seattle; technically the brownstone was in
North Capitol Hill, one of the more historical areas of the city.
It was a quiet and well-kept neighborhood, a nice place to live.
The architecture of the older buildings and the tree-lined streets
had been big factors in her decision to purchase the renovated
condo. Now, as she walked up the sidewalk bordered by
well-manicured boxwood hedges to the entrance of the three-story
brownstone, she appreciated the surrounding peace even more.

She could never have afforded this place if
her parents hadn’t subsidized her monthly payments. After she’d had
a few glasses of Pinot she’d have to call mom and pop and thank
them again. Her next thought was to thank God that she could still
do that. She stopped in the entryway, her emotions taking over;
keys shaking in her hand, she quietly sobbed before the curved
glass-paneled door leading into the condo.

Becky still didn’t understand what had
happened—what the red thing was that had come through the door—what
it had done to those people! She knew, given the chance, that the
monster would have done the same to her. That customer and his
friends had saved her…Jason, Jeremy, she couldn’t remember his
name, but she knew how he liked his coffee, lots of milk and a ton
of sugar. Because they’d saved her life, she hadn’t told the police
what she saw him change into: the pale man with black eyes and
curved nails. She just told the policewoman that she’d run into the
alley to escape the monster.

Josh…no, not that either…had been scary
looking, but not as terrifying as the red thing. Neither he nor his
friends had told her not to talk to anyone or threatened her in any
way. Once they’d escaped from the Starbucks, the big guy with the
beard and gun had pushed her toward the alley’s exit while he and
the others stayed behind to stop…to stop whatever it was that was
coming after her. But Becky felt that pointing out her savior to
the police wasn’t going to help the cops capture that monster. It
would only make things difficult for him and his friends, and she
wasn’t going to thank them for saving her that way. She’d done
enough when she told the police what it had looked like. What it
had done.

It had all sounded so crazy when she’d heard
herself answering the policewoman’s questions, but there were more
than enough witnesses—she’d heard them talking, crying around
her—that she knew it was true. The police had enough information to
know that a real monster had been there. The nightmare had
happened…it was real. Wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand,
Becky turned the key in the lock and entered the building, leaving
the cool darkness outside for the warmth of the hallway. As she
walked toward the door to her condo, she sent another prayer to God
for her savior and his friends, a prayer that they too had survived
the nightmare.

. . . .

Hidden among the red leaves of a sugar maple
outside the brownstone, a small winged creature clung to a slender
limb. The cold lens of its eye panned toward the door Becky had
just entered, then focused on a smooth section of stone to the
right of the door, a section with writing carved into it. Narrowing
its field of vision and refining the resolution, the drone relayed
the address.

. . . .

Jordan wondered, as he moved through the
narrow aisles between the stacks of cars and metal debris, if
Caliban was going to make him navigate some kind of maze. A
minotaur with a maze, even if it was made of old cars and junk,
would be just too cliché. He wasn’t sure if thinking that made him
some kind of supernatural racist? Or was that speciest? Turning yet
another corner at the end of a dark passageway of broken and bent
metal, Jordan found himself entering a large well-lit space, and
all thoughts of running a maze were gone.

About the length of two basketball courts
placed end to end, the area was lit by hundreds of incandescent
bulbs hanging from metal cables suspended high above the yard.
Extending the full length of the dirt-packed area were six aisles
bordered by tall industrial shelving. Steel-framed and five levels
high, the metal frames with wooden pallets were filled…filled with
all kinds of crap, was all Jordan could think. Each row had
a steel rolling warehouse ladder positioned somewhere along it to
allow access to the higher shelves. An occasional steel drum sat in
the middle of the wide aisles. The rusted drums burned pale blue
from some unseen fuel source, adding to the lighting. Jordan noted
as he approached one that it didn’t radiate any heat.

Although his first glance had led him to
believe the shelves were loaded with heaps of junk, as Jordan
wandered through the aisles and looked more closely, he realized
that was not entirely the case. Certainly he saw items that were
damaged, cracked and even broken scattered among the shelves, but
among those worn and frayed items were many things that looked new
and even priceless.

It seemed anything Jordan could imagine was
here, but there was no rhyme or reason to how the items were
displayed. On some shelves, objects were in jumbled piles and on
others they were neatly lined beside each other. The only
consistent quality seemed to be that no two things were alike.

There were things made of metal, glass,
plastic, wood and stone and some of materials which he couldn’t
begin to define because looking at them with his normal vision hurt
his brain. There were carved boxes inlayed with silver and gold,
crystal orbs, shimmering stones and expensive-looking jewelry.
There were elaborate paintings that looked like they belonged in a
museum and drawings any two-year old could do. He saw decorated
statues as big as himself and trophies you could easily pick up at
a local swap meet. One shelf was filled with hand-held mirrors,
most of which seemed to be cracked, while another was cluttered
with random cups, goblets, long-stemmed glasses, and mugs, mixed in
among plates and bowls.

Strange furniture was propped here and
there. Jordan saw a carved chair made of white wood with veins of
red coursing through it. Twining serpents formed the arms and legs,
and as he peered closely Jordan could see that the snakes were
slowly breathing. Adjacent to the chair stood a grandfather clock
made of dark porous stone. The lower portion of the clock was
slowly dripping from the shelf and oozing over the edge so that
small ebony stalactites hung down. The face of the clock really was
a face, so flattened and distorted behind the glass that Jordan
couldn’t tell if it was meant to be male or female. The hands were
positioned at the bridge of the nose, and despite the odd pressed
nature of the countenance they moved freely. As he approached, the
clock struck nineteen and wailed like a frightened cat. Jordan
promptly moved further down the aisle.

There were everyday appliances too. Jordan
saw a blender and an electric toothbrush next to a large copper
mixing bowl and a green granite mortar and pestle. There were
televisions, ranging from the old big boxy kinds to LCD flat
screens. He even saw an assortment of vacuum cleaners piled
together. One of them appeared to have a gold and gem-encrusted
handle.

On another shelf there were bottles and
beakers, filled with strange liquids, powders and substances that
glowed. He was certain that at least one jar had something that
moved and looked back at him, but after the chair and the clock
Jordan decided not to inspect it too closely.

There were weapons too: swords, spears and
daggers, and sharp-edged things that were certainly meant to be
deadly, although Jordan had no clue how you would hold them. Some
seemed designed purely for function, while others were more
decorative, with expensive metals and gems inserted in grips or
pommels. There were plenty of modern weapons as well: rifles,
shotguns, hand guns. On one low shelf Jordan saw a pearl-handled
revolver, like in the old westerns. Mixed in among the weapons were
stacks of old newspapers, books and magazines. There was a
leather-bound tome on demon summoning resting beside a stack of
Playboys. The top one was dated 1978.

Jordan was walking down the last aisle and
passing a particularly creepy china doll with one blue and one red
eye when he sighed out loud. “Where the fuck do I start?” There was
so much crap and he didn’t know where to begin. There was no
magical voice telling him what to do. No Ben Kenobi saying, “Use
the Force, Jordan.” For all he knew, he had to stop Aftiel with the
gold-handled vacuum or an electric toothbrush.

Maybe if I start over and try thinking
about the question I asked at the gate? Jordan had turned
around and started back down the aisle, when he realized that the
creepy doll was no longer in its spot. Where it had sat now rested
a black-cased flashlight with a cat’s-eye in place of the lens. The
eye blinked lazily at Jordan as he walked past. Belatedly, Jordan
realized that many of the items he had walked by earlier were no
longer there; the dripping clock, a painting, the pile of broken
mirrors and countless other items had been replaced with different
things.

Shit, he thought to himself,
remembering that Caliban had told them that the contents of the
salvage yard changed. Jordan hadn’t really considered what that
meant until now. There really could be an infinite number of things
he’d have to dig though. What if he’d already missed the item he
needed? Would it come back?

Jordan had avoided using his mystical vision
since he’d first started down the aisles. Once he’d realized some
of the artifacts were disturbing to his regular sight, he wasn’t
sure if he could handle what he would see with his magical vision.
Still, he saw no other option at this point. He couldn’t just
wander mindlessly up and down the ever-changing aisles with no
clue. He shifted spectrums, momentarily closing his eyes in
preparation for the bombardment of insane visions and energies.
Slowly Jordan opened his eyes and was relieved to discover that the
change wasn’t so dramatic.

The objects on the pallets were now awash in
patterns and muted shades of mystical energies, but otherwise they
looked much the same. There were still many things that he found a
bit stomach-churning to look at, but he felt that he could navigate
the aisles this way.

After wandering a while longer, Jordan was
disappointed; being able to see the artifacts’ auras wasn’t helping
him discover whatever he was looking for. He’d even begun picking
up various objects, hoping that if he touched them it would somehow
lead to a better understanding of their nature, but nothing he
touched tickled his senses saying “take me” or “I’m the magical
doohickey you want”—although at least two items did try to bite
him, and he had some difficulty freeing himself from an overly
clingy stuffed bear. It had whimpered when he’d finally put it back
in place, but it had at least stayed put.

Jordan moved toward an antique-looking saber
wrapped in an aura of red sigils and watched as a miniature blue
and purple maelstrom of energy opened behind the weapon and sucked
it out of reality. No sooner had the sword disappeared into the
vortex than the whirlpool changed rotation and “spat” something
out. Where the sword had rested now rocked an oversized chess piece
of a knight in red marble. It wobbled for a moment and then sat
still.

Awesome, Jordan sighed inwardly,
this is getting me nowhere fast. Annoyed, he flicked the
chess piece over. It promptly flipped back in place, glaring at
him, and silently bared tiny white equine teeth. Jordan gave it the
bird and moved on. It followed him with its head until he turned
down another aisle.

Jordan placed both hands behind the back of
his head, thinking as he walked. Assuming whatever he needed was
still here, there had to be something about it that was different.
He had to have some edge with his mystical sight, but everything he
saw was so laden with energy that it still gave him no clue where
to start…and then he noticed something. Nestled between a bronze
statue of a turtle and a mahogany baseball bat with runes carved
into it was something that was not shining with mystical energy.
Jordan reached for it—an oddly shaped black rock, not much bigger
than his closed fist. It looked and felt like a piece of lava rock,
but it had the weight of pumice. He walked further down the aisle
and saw another similarly-shaped rock that also had no aura. Jordan
set the two rocks near one of the barrels and began canvassing the
aisles, climbing up high and crawling around low watching for “dead
spots” in his mystical vision. Sometime later he returned to where
he’d left the first two stones. He’d found five more in his search.
Oddly enough, they’d all been resting on shelves at or below eye
level. Easy to find once he knew what he was looking for. Then
again, perhaps it wasn’t odd at all, he thought.

Jordan sat down cross-legged on the ground,
his coat flaring out behind him, and examined the rocks under the
blue glow of a steel drum. He shook his head. They didn’t seem
unusual, just seven irregularly-shaped rocks. Four larger than his
hand and three that fit easily in his palm—nothing else stood out.
The only thing unique about them was that they were the only
objects on the shelves that had no aura. Jordan stood up, holding
one of the smaller pieces in his hand, trying to study it more
closely by the light of the blue flames. The rock jerked in his
hand like a living thing. Despite his supernatural speed, he failed
to catch it, and the rock dropped into the blue flames. Jordan
heard a hiss like hot steam from within the drum. Shit!
Without hesitation Jordan thrust his arm deep into the cold flames.
The center of the fire burned a bright phosphorus white, and Jordan
couldn’t see the rock as he groped around. His hand grasped
something at the bottom of the barrel, something that felt like
smooth metal. He withdrew his hand from the flames, relieved to see
that it, along with his arm and coat, were unharmed.

In the palm of his hand, cold vapor drifting
from it, was a small complicated piece of copper-colored metal. The
object, a few flecks of black stone still adhering to it, was
constructed of several narrow pieces of flat molded metal that
twisted and folded in on themselves in a mobius-like pattern. It
reminded him of a Chinese puzzle, difficulty level extreme. He
flicked off the remaining piece of debris clinging to it and was
rewarded with a deep laceration. Apparently the metal planes were
sharp.

Under the scrutiny of his mystical sight,
the metal fragment radiated an aura of burnt umber with flecks of
red drifting through it. Jordan carefully set the piece on the
ground, picked up another black rock, and promptly dropped it into
the fire.

Five drops later, Jordan had six complicated
fragments of razor-edged metal and a small clear multi-faceted
crystal about the size of an egg resting on the ground beside the
barrel. Jordan sat back down and stared at the assorted pieces laid
out before him.

“I really hate puzzles,” he said to the
objects, “and you are clearly a fucking puzzle.” Unlike many of the
artifacts in the salvage yard, the copper–colored fragments showed
no interest in or ability to assist Jordan.

“Grrr,” he growled, carefully picking up a
piece of orange glowing metal in either hand. He held them close
together but couldn’t see how they might connect. He rotated them
beside one another, but nothing came to mind. They seemed
completely incompatible. Then he noticed the red motes floating in
the orange auras. As Jordan rotated the fragments, the motes
condensed within certain sections, almost like they wanted
to…touch. Jordan stopped looking at the complicated patterns of
metal; instead he looked past them, focusing only on the glowing
red specks. He rotated the pieces and slipped them closer together,
watching as the red particles drew nearer and intertwined. Before
he realized it, he no longer held two pieces of metal but rather
one. He hadn’t actually seen them combine.

He picked up another piece and repeated the
same action. One by one, he combined the six metal fragments until
he held a round object in his hands slightly smaller than a
basketball. It was not solid but instead a sphere of entwined metal
that looped inward in a filigree of complex patterns. Jordan slowly
rotated the sphere in his hands, mindful of the sharp planes.

Glancing down, Jordan realized he’d
forgotten the egg-sized crystal. Holding the sphere in one hand, he
reached down with the other and picked up the crystal. He knew that
the crystal had to be part of the object, but there were no spaces
larger than a quarter-inch in the metal weave; there was no way he
could insert it into the construction. As Jordan watched the red
motes now coursing throughout the sphere, he had the distinct
feeling that it was not going to come apart again.

“Crap,” he said out loud, holding up the
crystal, “I wonder if you were supposed to go first?” As he
watched, the red flecks in the crystal multiplied and expanded
until the crystal pulsated crimson. On instinct, Jordan brought the
crystal closer to the sphere. The two pieces tugged at one another,
pulling like magnets—and then the crystal passed through the metal
weave and drifted to the center of the sphere.

Cool, Jordan thought, smiling with
relief.

Jordan carefully held the strange artifact
in both hands and retraced his steps back to the entrance of the
salvage yard. They were all waiting for him. Caliban stood by the
gate entrance on the inside of the yard, while Jenna and Lori were
sitting on the ground talking on the other side. Dugan was leaning
against the lamp post smoking a cigarette, and Darien stood nearby
swiping at the screen on his iPhone.

Jenna and Lori immediately got up and
approached him. Dugan dropped his cigarette on the ground, crushed
it with his boot and followed Darien, who had slipped his phone
into his pocket and was walking toward Jordan as well. “What did
you find?” Darien asked, stopping just before the threshold of the
open gate.

“This.” Jordan held up the metal sphere so
they could all see it clearly.

Caliban slipped on his glasses and peered at
the artifact.

“Hmmm. It’s called the Eye of the Soul.”
Caliban removed his glasses and dropped them back into his shirt
pocket.

“What’s it do?” Jordan asked the
minotaur.

Caliban shrugged his broad shoulders. “No
clue. I just help you find what you need; it’s your job to figure
out what to do with it.”

. . . .

Wrapped in her fluffy white terry-cloth
robe, the television quietly droning in front of her, Becky was
just nodding off after her third glass of wine when she heard a
knock at the door. It must be one of the neighbors, she thought;
anyone else would have buzzed the intercom. Getting up from the
sofa, she set her empty glass on the coffee table and walked over
to the door. Standing on her tippy toes, Becky looked out of the
peep hole. A middle-aged man with dark shoulder-length hair, a
white buttoned shirt and a brown tweed vest was standing a few feet
from her door.

“Who is it?” she asked, not recognizing the
guy.

“Miss, I’m with the Seattle police. I’ve
been assigned to your case. There were a few questions that the
officer at the scene forgot to ask you. Could I just have a moment
of your time? It won’t take long.” He smiled at the door. He had a
really nice smile, she thought. Such perfect white teeth.

“I was getting ready for bed. I’m just in my
robe and slippers.”

“Oh, I see,” he responded, and looked
disappointed. He’s kinda cute. “Well, I could come back
tomorrow.” He turned and looked down the hallway toward the
brownstone entrance, then turned back to the door. “You know, if
it’s okay, you could just open the door a bit, you know, so I’m not
yelling to your neighbors, and I could ask the questions from the
hallway and then we could be done with it.”

As tired as she was, Becky really did want
to be done with it. “Yeah, okay, we can talk from the door.” She
reached up and slid the chain from the lock. The man was still
several feet from the door when she opened it. He smiled broadly at
her.

“What were your questions, um,
detective…?”

“Oh, just call me Mr. Almagest,” he said,
tapping a pendant hanging at his throat.

What was that, Becky wondered? Some
kind of gem or crystal mixed with shimmering silver?


 Chapter
Twenty-Two

Mr. Almagest returned to the living room
with his breakfast neatly laid out on the Robinsons’ antique cherry
tea tray. He set the tray with its elaborately scrolled iron
handles down on the mahogany table. Mindful of the stains and
spills left over from his last experiment, he transferred his
breakfast from the tray to the table.

First he took a black teapot steeping with
Earl Grey and set it on the table. Next he removed a white china
teacup and saucer with blue floral edging and set those beside the
teapot. Pulling a chair up to the table and sitting down, he placed
the matching plate from the tray directly before him. On the
blue-bordered plate were several pieces of medium cooked bacon from
a packet he’d discovered buried in the back of the freezer, along
with the last of the eggs, which he’d scrambled with a touch of
dried tarragon and basil. Mr. Almagest reached over to the tray and
picked up the knife and fork resting on a red linen napkin. Setting
the silverware on the edges of his plate, he took the napkin,
flipped it open, and tucked it into the collar of his shirt. He
then picked up the teapot and proceeded to fill his cup.

He would have to drink his morning tea
without milk today. After cooking the bacon and scrambling the
eggs, he’d discovered that the milk had gone sour; while Mr.
Almagest preferred some dairy with his morning tea, it just
couldn’t be helped. This current situation was unique. Normally, he
would have moved on to another site before he ran out of food.

“Oh, bother,” he mumbled, noticing a spatter
of dried blood on the cuff of his shirt as he poured the tea. He
glanced at his other cuff and saw similar brownish stains. Mr.
Almagest gently shook his head as he placed the pot back on the
table, being sure to avoid setting it on a clump of dried flesh and
possibly hair. He’d been too eager to proceed with the woman when
they returned late last night. He should have properly rolled his
sleeves before he began preparing her as bait for the revenant.
Perhaps he would avail himself of the former occupants’ washer and
dryer. Then again, he thought, as he took a heaping forkful of
scrambled eggs, he’d never been very good at getting blood out of
things. He’d probably have to toss the shirt.

The alchemist placed the fork on the plate.
Picking up a piece of bacon with his left hand and his teacup with
the other, he looked over at Aftiel. The angel was in his usual
position, standing quietly before the monitors and reviewing the
data transmissions. Mr. Almagest had not attempted to prepare any
food for the angel; Aftiel had made it clear that such mundane
concerns were beneath him. Other than a brief visit to the basement
to help facilitate the alchemist’s preparations for luring the
revenant, the angel had spent the rest of the time watching the
monitors.

Mr. Almagest finished chewing the bacon,
swallowed, and washed it down with a sip of tea. “I have everything
ready, my lord. I’ve transferred the recording to a flash drive,
which we can have one of the drones transport once we’ve located
the revenant. I feel certain that the message will be enough of an
incentive for him to follow our instructions.” When the angel did
not respond, Mr. Almagest continued with his breakfast. He knew
that Aftiel had heard him; the angel knew his very thoughts.
However, Aftiel only responded when he felt it was necessary. As
the angel continued his surveillance, the alchemist continued with
his breakfast.

When Aftiel finally spoke, Mr. Almagest had
finished eating, placed the plate, utensils and napkins back on the
tray, and was leaning back in his chair sipping his second cup of
tea.

“I have located an establishment that is
clearly linked to the revenant and his friends.” Mr. Almagest set
down his cup and leaned forward, his forearms resting on the edge
of the table. He noted that several of the angel’s screens had
switched from showing images of the city to streaming what appeared
to be pages of documents. “Now that I have reviewed deeds of title
from the county recorder’s office as well as other documents and
articles pertaining to the history of the building and those
connected to it, I am certain. If the revenant and his friends do
not actually reside at this location, given the structure’s unique
properties, the direction they were returning with their vehicle
when they took your flesh golem and the building’s proximity to the
coffee house, it is clearly important to them. They will return to
it.”

“Based on what you’ve just told me, I assume
that you have not seen the revenant or his associate at this
building yet? If that is the case, may I ask how you have come to
this conclusion?”

Aftiel turned his head and looked directly
at the alchemist. His eyes glowed with deadly winter, and Mr.
Almagest felt the angel in his mind. “I meant no disrespect, my
lord,” he said quickly, realizing too late that the angel might
have taken his question as a form of impertinence.

There was a pause that lasted far too long
for the alchemist’s liking. “Yes, I see that. You do not doubt but
rather wish to be certain of the data so that your next evaluation
will be successful.” Mr. Almagest felt the angel’s consciousness
retreat from within his own, and the fearsome glow faded.

Aftiel turned back to the monitors. “You did
not inquire from lack of faith, and since we have time, I will
explain. It is quite simple.” The monitors that had previously been
streaming documents had returned once more to showing images of the
city. “After observing the encounter with the blood wraith, I
realized that the alchemist and sorceress were capable of creating
formidable wards. It stood to reason that, with so many other
mystical entities within this city, many of which could be
considered a threat to them, the alchemist and sorceress would have
created some place of protection they could retreat to in a time of
need—a defensible position.”

“Of course,” Mr. Almagest exclaimed, lightly
smacking his forehead with his open palm. “You searched for a
location with significant protective wards comparable to power
levels we’ve already witnessed from the subjects!”

“Precisely. I reconfigured the drone’s
enchantments so that they could perceive established wards. Then I
located a building with layered defensive warding that fell within
the parameters of the sorceress and alchemist’s skills.” In an
uncharacteristic show of movement, Aftiel waved a hand at the air
above his head. “Thanks to your internet and your race’s
pathological need to link as much information as possible, I was
able to establish that the building in question is owned by a Paul
Dugan. It is in fact a business called Dugan’s Finest in Rare
Books. Reviewing what history is available on Paul Dugan, I have
established that he is at the very least a mystical scholar and
warrior of some ability. He has owned the building and business for
some time. Recently, after a period of disuse, the building was
renovated and a significant number of unconventional structural
changes were implemented. The financing for these renovations came
from one Darien Schoening. That, however, is not his real name.
Despite elaborate subterfuge and alteration of records concerning
this persona, I have found connections to other aliases that
suggest this Darien is at least several hundred years old.”

“Which means he is an alchemist of some
ability,” Mr. Almagest interjected.

Aftiel nodded, never taking his eyes from
the monitors. “That is a logical assumption. Darien Schoening
financed considerable structural changes to the interior and
exterior of this bookstore. I find it interesting that while I can
easily circumvent the protection of your world’s computer systems,
I cannot locate the precise information or schematics detailing the
full extent of these changes. Mr. Schoening made certain that not
all of the changes were recorded. However, my research reveals
materials used in the building’s renovations that would not be
required for a structure meant to house and sell books. Further
analysis suggests that the materials and modifications would be
needed only if the structure’s true purpose necessitated that it be
defensible from attack by powerful entities. After, reviewing
various mailings to the bookstore from around the world and
correlating that data with the travels of Paul Dugan and Darien
Schoening, as well as mystical activities occurring in the sites
they visited, I have come to the conclusion that one purpose of
this building is to house artifacts of power.”

Mr. Almagest smiled as the angel said this.
A building full of magical artifacts. What could be better?

“Yes, for an alchemist I am sure the
contents would be most interesting. While I find no record of who
is currently employed by Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books, there was a
Jordan Hanson working there five years ago. Judging by deliveries
that were made to the store in the last few years when Paul Dugan
and Darien Schoening were listed as out of the state or country, I
believe that the revenant known as Jordan as well as the sorceress
known as Jenna function as employees of the business. I also
believe it is likely that both of them live there, as some of the
listed alterations to the building show that the upper floor was
designed as living quarters. My reconnaissance also shows that that
the roof is comprised of well-maintained gardens and arbories.”

“A sorceress or witch whose magic is
earth-based would have an affinity for plant life. That would
explain the gardens,” Mr. Almagest offered.

“Yes, it would,” Aftiel agreed.
“Interesting,” the angel quietly added.

“What?” Mr. Almagest pushed his chair back
and walked over to view the monitors more closely.

“A drone just revealed that the alley door
to the bookstore opened, remained open for approximately seventeen
seconds and then closed, seemingly by itself. Further, the data
from the drone’s monitoring of the building’s enchantments showed
five fluctuations in the wards during that time span.”

“Something was crossing the wards and the
enchantment was verifying this as permissible?” Mr. Almagest
commented thoughtfully.

Aftiel smiled, a sight the alchemist still
found stunningly beautiful. “It would appear that our subjects were
able to block the sight of the drones; I will account for this flaw
shortly. In the meantime, you will take a closer, more direct look
at Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books. If they have returned, I am sure
you will find an opportunity to give the revenant the invitation.
It is time for the next evaluation to commence.”

Mr. Almagest smiled back at Aftiel. “At
once, my lord.”

. . . .

“Maybe we could poke it with a stick or
something?” Lori suggested helpfully as they sat around a table in
the library and stared intently at the object of the suggested
poking: the Eye of the Soul, which rested quietly in the middle of
the table.

“While I applaud your hands-on approach,”
Darien commented dryly, leaning over Lori’s shoulder and deftly
plucking a pencil from her, “I think we should be a bit more
methodical in discovering how this artifact is used.” Lori sighed
dramatically and slouched back into the high-backed chair with her
arms crossed. Even though the cat-eared hoodie was drooping low
across her brow and casting a shadow across her eyes, it was
obvious she was glaring at the alchemist.

Darien grinned down at her, tucking the
pencil behind his right ear. “Of course, if careful study fails, we
can reconsider giving it a serious poking—in which case, you are
welcome to have the first jab.”

“Okay,” Lori mumbled, somewhat mollified.
Both Jenna and Jordan found themselves smiling across the table at
the brief exchange.

While generally polite, Darien had a
tendency to ignore the niceties and conventions of everyday human
interactions. The alchemist was far more at ease discussing the
nature of an enchantment or the components of a potion than
cracking jokes. He seemed, however, to be trying to make a
connection with the young seer. It appeared a new, or perhaps just
forgotten, aspect of his personality was emerging.

With a big “whump,” Dugan dropped several
thick leather volumes of various sizes at the end of the table.
“Okay, these are some of the more reliable books we have on magical
artifacts—the ones Jenna hasn’t scanned into the database yet.” He
slid a couple toward Darien and Jordan and left the rest for
himself. Jenna had a laptop in front of her and was searching
through the database she’d been creating for everything stored in
the library. Although she’d made considerable headway with her
indexing and scanning, she estimated that she’d only catalogued
about seventy percent of the books, manuscripts and artifacts.

The library, which they sometimes called the
Vault, was much the same as when Dugan had first showed it to
Jordan five years ago. Back then, Dugan had referred to it as his
study, but that had all changed with the coming of the Mondragoran.
Once Jordan had told Dugan about the evil he was confronting, Dugan
had revealed to him that it was much more than a study; it was
where he kept the books and artifacts of real power.

The large room was reminiscent of an old
English library, with polished wood floors and ornate mahogany
bookcases covering most of the room’s four walls. A narrow ladder
on wheels allowed access to the higher shelves. Tall standing brass
lamps imparted a soft yellow glow to the surroundings.

But the library, which now adjoined Jordan
and Jenna’s apartment, wasn’t just a storehouse for books. Many of
the shelves and smaller tables held artifacts and items of power.
There were magical amulets, charms, talismans, idols and statues
scattered among the shelves as well. Enchanted jewelry was secured
in specially warded glass cases, and medieval weapons were placed
on smaller tables or mounted on the walls. More mundane weaponry
was also stored in the library—whatever could be used to eliminate
those dangerous supernaturals that were not immune to them. It was
here that Jordan and Jenna secured the magical artifacts Dugan and
Darien discovered as they traveled around across the globe dealing
with the threats that had now entered the world, thanks to the
Mondragoran.

When Jordan had first visited the library,
most of the tables had been cluttered with piles of books, stacks
of manuscripts, random Post-Its and numerous artifacts from Dugan’s
occult research. But now that he and Jenna were in charge of
maintaining the contents, they kept it far less cluttered. Most of
the tables were bare and useable if needed, and any research was
promptly entered into the computers instead of being scribbled
hastily on random pieces of paper.

“I’m not finding any references to an ‘Eye
of the Soul,’” Jenna announced. “I’m going to try some searches for
globes, metal objects, hell, maybe even Steampunk—then I’m going to
start hitting Google,” she added with an exasperated yawn.

Darien nodded, flipping through the pages of
one of the volumes given to him. “That may be all we can do for
now.”

“I think I’ll draw for a bit,” Lori
commented idly, reaching for a pad of yellow-lined paper. Darien
absently pulled the pencil from behind his ear and handed it to
her.

“It’s a pity Caliban couldn’t give us more
to go on,” Dugan muttered, stifling a deep yawn.

“Okay, that’s it.” Jordan closed his book
and stood up. “Some of us are obviously still tired from last
night. How about I go get some coffee and doughnuts? I can take one
of your concealment crystals to hide me from the creepy
robo-fairies, right, Darien?”

“Certainly,” the alchemist agreed, removing
a pale green crystal from his shirt pocket and sliding it toward
Jordan.

Jordan jotted everyone’s orders on a piece
of paper, shoved it into his coat pocket, and headed downstairs,
relieved to avoid research mode for the moment. He figured after
discovering the Eye, he didn’t need to feel too guilty. Besides, he
was off to get the gift of coffee and doughnuts.

As he turned to lock the front door of the
store, Jordan noticed out of the corner of his eye a small manila
envelope leaning against the wall. He scanned the length of the
street but didn’t see anything out of place. Glancing up at the sky
and the surrounding rooftops, he couldn’t see anything resembling a
fairy with a camera for a head, either.

He picked up the envelope. It was addressed
to him: “Jordan Hanson – Revenant.” Jordan gently shook the
envelope and felt something small shift about inside. Tearing it
open, he dumped the contents into his hand: a flash drive. He
stared at it for a moment, then turned around, unlocked the door
and went back into the store. He headed straight for the computer
at the sales counter and inserted the drive.

. . . .

From across the street, hidden behind his
glamour, Mr. Almagest smiled as he watched the revenant reenter the
store. He had no doubt that the bait would be taken. Without
another glance, he left to finish the final preparations for the
evaluation.


Chapter
Twenty-Three

Jordan clicked on the only file listed in
the flash drive, labeled “Greetings.” The video took a moment to
buffer, and then an image of a well-lit basement with numerous
cardboard boxes piled against a red brick wall popped onto the
screen. Many of the boxes were labeled in black marker: “X-mas
Ornaments,” “Halloween,” “Camping,” “Stuff from the 90s.” Jordan
clicked to enlarge the window, and it expanded to fill the monitor.
The room looked quite normal—until he noticed the magical pattern
carved into the cement floor and the bloodstains around it.

The scene wobbled, and the audio caught the
muffled sounds of movement as someone picked up the camera and
panned to the left. A pale face and bare torso came into view.
Jordan recognized the being from his psychic connection with the
Blood Wraith: the angel Aftiel.

“If all is proceeding as I desire, you
should be the only one viewing this recording,” the angel said
calmly in a deep baritone, “although as long as you follow my
instructions it is of no concern if you choose to share it with
your associates. However, you should be aware that time is of the
essence if you wish to save this human.” The camera moved to the
right to reveal a young woman in a white bathrobe strapped to a
chair. Her wrists were taped to the arms of the chair with purple
duct tape, and her ankles were taped to the chair legs. Another
piece of tape covered her mouth. Her chest was heaving in fear as
she looked toward the camera with terror-filled eyes. Tears leaked
from the corners of those desperate eyes. Jordan recognized her,
too: Becky from Starbucks, the woman they’d saved from the Blood
Wraith. The camera moved away from her and back to the angel.
Jordan clenched his fists as Aftiel spoke again.

“After your encounter with the wraith, I
noticed your affinity toward this human; I felt she would be an
adequate incentive for you. I must say I find it odd that a
Mondragoran construct would show concern for another creature. But
I have been away. Perhaps the Mondragoran have become more tolerant
of weakness in their creations.

“And that is what this is about, Mr.
Hanson—how things have changed since I’ve been away. I have
returned to find my paradise in much worse repair than before I
left. I intend to rectify this unacceptable condition, and I
believe you have the potential to assist me. But first I must
verify if you are a worthwhile weapon of the World Destroyers and
not some failed tool that they abandoned. To that end, I have begun
testing your abilities. If you successfully pass my evaluations,
you may be worthy to serve me. If you do not—” Aftiel paused for a
moment. “Well, if you do not, you will no longer be
functioning.

“My alchemist has devised a new assessment
for you, an evaluation to test the extent of your abilities without
the aid of your associates.” Aftiel reached off-camera for
something. “You will enter this building in the vicinity of
Occidental Park,” he continued, holding up a picture of an old
multi-story brick building. Setting the picture off to the side, he
continued. “Once you arrive, the assessment will begin. If you
complete this test successfully, you will find the woman at the end
of your trial, but you will need to hurry as she will not survive
for long without your assistance.” The angel looked toward whomever
was holding the camera. “Mr. Almagest, proceed.”

The camera shifted, turning away from the
angel to settle once more on Becky, and was apparently set down on
a surface. The long-haired alchemist stepped into view and walked
toward Becky, who began to struggle and twist against her bonds
like a trapped animal. The alchemist reached down onto a nearby box
and picked up a shiny narrow instrument, which he moved toward her
face. It took a moment for Jordan to realize that Almagest was
holding a scalpel next to her cheek. Aftiel continued to speak
off-camera as Jordan’s flesh rippled and paled and his talons began
to extend into his palms.

“For the moment, Mr. Almagest will perform
only cosmetic alterations on the woman.” Jordan shook as Almagest
slowly began to cut along Becky’s jaw line. The scalpel slid
effortlessly through her defenseless flesh, drawing a thin red line
that began at the side of her left eye, extending the length of her
cheek and ending at the middle of her chin. Jordan could hear
Becky’s stifled screams through her taped lips as the alchemist cut
her.

Mr. Almagest completed the incision at the
base of her chin as the blood began to slowly run the length of the
slit and drip from her chin onto the front of her white robe. The
alchemist suddenly made a flurry of quick cuts, and Jordan watched,
horrified, as most of the skin from Becky’s cheek slipped away,
revealing the glistening muscle and tendons beneath. Mr. Almagest
deftly caught the piece of wayward flesh with his other hand and
laid it on a nearby box. Becky writhed in agony but remained
conscious throughout the hellish procedure. Aftiel continued to
speak.

“I must say that I hope you pass this
evaluation. I would eventually like to test your abilities more
directly. I am curious to discover how you would fare in battle
against me if you discarded your false trappings of morality and
allowed your true nature to reign—tooth to fang, talon to claw, my
light to your darkness.” Becky continued to moan weakly as Mr.
Almagest peeled her now blood-drenched robe away from her left
shoulder and slowly began to slice into the flesh along her collar
bone. “Please do not disappoint me, Mr. Hanson; I do not like to be
disappointed. Consider this an attempt to temper your will, to
strengthen your resolve.”

The angel stopped talking, and the only
sounds came from Becky as Mr. Almagest silently violated her flesh
with his blade. The callous torment lasted for several more
minutes, but Jordan did not allow himself to look away. He burned
the images of her torture into his mind. He committed the sounds of
her muffled cries to memory as Mr. Almagest flayed the innocent
woman’s body. Jordan etched every aspect of Mr. Almagest into his
memory as well: his face, his build, his mannerisms, everything he
would need to locate the Butcher and make him pay for his
crimes.

Setting the bloody scalpel back down on the
box, the alchemist turned and walked toward the camera. He picked
it up and focused the lens directly on his face. “I am done for
now, revenant,” he said in an accented voice. “The woman will
continue to lose blood, but I have made certain to avoid critical
veins and arteries. By the time you receive this message, she will
have been moved deep underground and you will have to run my
gauntlet to retrieve her. You have less than one hour remaining
from when you retrieved the drive before I begin to make more—how
shall I put this—significant changes to her anatomy. Come
alone, revenant—and I would hurry if I were you.” The screen went
dark.

Jordan sat trembling. “You sick fucks! I’m
going to find you and I’m going to mess you up!” he hissed through
black gums and razor teeth.

The Child of Shadows stood slowly, seething
with barely contained rage as bursts of silver erupted from the
ebony depths of his eyes. “Test me, motherfucker? Temper me? I was
made by insane world-eating gods!” With effort, he shifted forcibly
to human form and strode out of the store and into the street.
You wanna see me without morality? No problem; I’ve done it
before.

. . . .

“Grrr, still nothing,” Jenna grumbled,
pushing away the laptop in frustration. “We definitely don’t have
anything in our database, and I’ve run dozens of internet searches
with not one useful hit.”

Darien, who’d been sitting in a chair and
quietly studying the Eye with his mystical sight, took a deep
breath. “I’m not having any luck either. It’s clear that the
artifact is magical—I can see the latent patterns running through
it—but they’re faint and don’t give me any indication how to
activate the device. I’ve inspected the form it presents in this
reality thoroughly as well and can’t discern any writing, sigils or
runes. All I see is complex razor-edged metal with that crystal in
the center. I’m not even sure what it’s made from. At first I
thought it was copper, but my tests have been unable to identify
the alloy.”

“No luck here either,” Dugan said, setting
aside the last of his books. “Jenna, why don’t you pass the ones I
gave to Jordan down here?” Jenna pushed the books toward Dugan.

“Where is he, anyway?” Jenna asked to no one
in particular, moving her mouse over the task bar on her screen.
She stiffened. “Guys, he’s been gone over an hour; it doesn’t take
an hour to get doughnuts and coffee.”

Dugan pulled his phone from his pocket and
swiped the screen a couple of times. In the quiet of the library,
they all heard Jordan’s phone ring, but there was no answer. “I
don’t like this,” Dugan said, setting his phone down on the
table.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions.” Darien slid
his chair back and stood up. “Jordan had my concealment crystal,
and while he’s not a caster he’s still one of the most powerful
magical creatures on this planet. He can take care of himself. He
might just have his phone on silent. I’ll head up to the roof and
cast a location spell just to be sure, but we shouldn’t let
ourselves panic.”

“No,” a voice said softly, “that’s not what
we should do.” They all turned toward Lori, who had been quietly
drawing at the table for the past hour. She flipped the papers
she’d been drawing face down and sat straighter in her chair,
pushing her hoodie back with one hand. Her appearance was
significantly changed, and not for the better. Instead of the
healthy glow of youth, her skin held a sickly pallor, and her face
was coated with sheen of perspiration. Her eyes glowed a feverish
violet and shuddered in their orbits.

Darien brows drew together in concern as he
looked from her to the face-down pictures. “There’s no point in
asking if you’ve had a vision, so instead I will ask, what should
we do?”

Lori looked down at the pictures beneath her
hand. Slowly she clenched it into a trembling fist. “We have to
follow them in the reverse order I made them if we’re going to have
any chance of surviving. That’s all I know for sure.” She looked up
at Darien, not as a seer but as a frightened young girl. Tears
trickled down her face. “I don’t usually see my drawings when I’m
having a vision. It isn’t until I’m finished that I actually look
at them, that I understand what they represent—” her fist opened
and she patted the papers—“but I know these are filled with blood
and pain.” She looked toward Dugan with raw grief. “I’m sorry, but
I know some of it’s from you,” she turned to Jenna, “and from
Jordan too.”

Darien sat back down and laid his hand
gently across Lori’s. “You carry a terrible burden with your power,
but that power also serves as a great weapon against the darkness
growing in this world. You’ve already helped us immensely, and we
will take whatever else you can offer, no matter how bad it may
be.” He squeezed her hand. “We trust you.” Jenna and Dugan nodded.
“Why don’t you show us the first one and we’ll go from there?”

“I’m scared,” Lori said in a quavering
voice. “I can’t see where this is going to end, but I sense so much
death.”

“Remember, you see the future and the most
likely probabilities, but we still have free will and can force our
way from the currents of prophecy if we choose. All it takes is
strength of will and power.” Darien smiled. “And this group is
comprised of some of the most stubborn and powerful beings on the
planet. Will you please show us the first picture?”

Lori sniffled, wiped her nose with her
sleeve, and slid a piece of paper toward Darien. He immediately
flipped it over while Jenna and Dugan stood up and moved behind him
for a closer look.

The drawing was a rough sketch of the
library, showing a large bearded man holding a round object before
him. A narrow rod or beam was coming from the center of the orb.
The rod or beam was clearly piercing the bearded man’s chest. Blood
was dripping from the man’s chest and pooled on the floor.

“Hmmm,” Dugan said, stroking his thick
beard. “That doesn’t look good.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four

Jordan stood before the rusty metal door,
deciding his next course of action. The door, which had no handle,
was embedded in a mottled red-and-grey brick wall. The remains of
some forgotten plant clung fitfully to the sides of a cracked
terracotta planter above the entrance, and a sign with a dirty
white background and red lettering to the right of the door
declared that there would be “No Parking.” Jordan glared at the
metal door as he considered what to do next.

He’d managed to grab a taxi soon after
leaving the bookstore. After directing the driver to drop him off
at Occidental Park, it had taken him only minutes, via a quick
Google Earth search, to locate the four-story building the angel
had shown in the picture. Now it was just a matter of dealing with
Aftiel and Almagest’s test. The images of Becky’s torture danced
before his eyes. Fuck them, he thought; he knew exactly what
to do. Give them what they wanted. Show them the greatest weapon
the Mondragoran had ever forged.

Wrapped in his worn duster, Jordan let the
darkness consume him as he transformed into his other self. His
skin paled until it was chalk white, the veins standing out thick
and blue against the deathly pallor. His flesh constricted,
becoming hard and taut against muscle and tendon. His fingers
elongated and his feeble human nails fell away, replaced with
curved talons. The whites of his eyes were engulfed by
scintillating night, while his gums darkened and his lips thinned,
revealing sharp pointed teeth. The Child of Shadows smiled, a
demented cross between a Cheshire cat and a shark, as he embraced
the night.

Jordan strode forward and effortlessly
kicked in the metal door with his steel-toed boot. It crashed
inward, revealing a stairway leading down into a dark cavernous
maw. Jordan’s terrible grin grew. The Child of Shadows liked the
darkness; he welcomed its embrace as he pushed forward in
anticipation of the bloodshed to come.

. . . .

“What does it mean?” Jenna asked, looking
over Darien’s shoulder at Lori’s sketch.

“I’m not sure …” Lori whispered.

“Come now, she’s a capable artist, we can
all see that’s me holding the bloody Eye. There’s no sense beating
around the bush.” Dugan pushed past Darien and picked up the
artifact.

“Paul, no!” Jenna yelled, as Dugan stepped
away from the table.

“No!” Darien barked, pushing back from the
table and moving toward Dugan.

Dugan held up one hand, carefully balancing
the Eye in the other. “Stop,” he said firmly, and Jenna and Darien
stood still. Dugan looked at them sternly. “What was all that you
just said about trusting Lori?” he demanded, looking pointedly at
Darien. Then his gaze shifted to Jenna, who looked up at him with
wide eyes. “You know, what we just agreed about her abilities? Did
you mean it or not?”

“I meant it,” Darien replied quietly.

“I did, too, but—” Jenna started.

“Of course you did,” Dugan interrupted, “and
now’s the time to match deeds to words.” Dugan pointed past them at
the table. “It’s obvious from Lori’s drawing that, whatever
happens, I’m the one who has to get the ball rolling.” Dugan turned
to Darien again. “Do you believe she’s truly a seer?”

“Without question, but—” he responded.

“Too many buts, folks. Do you believe her
visions are true or not?”

“Yes,” Darien whispered. Jenna nodded, with
tears in her eyes.

“Then we know what happens next,” Dugan said
grimly.

“Don’t do this, Paul,” Darien insisted.
“There has to be another way!”

“There might be—you said we can change the
course of our fates. But according to Lori’s visions, following the
order of these pictures is the best way to ensure we beat Aftiel.
Isn’t that right?” Dugan looked toward the young seer.

“Yeah,” Lori agreed, “but I don’t know what
happens to you after that picture.”

Dugan nodded. “I understand, but this is
what I need to do. We’ve all taken chances before. I know what I
signed on for, just like the rest of you. Maybe this is where
things will end for me, maybe they won’t, but I need to take this
risk. Don’t get me wrong—I’m scared as hell, but if I give in to
that fear innocents may die. I—we—can’t allow that.”

“Paul,” Darien whispered softly, “looking at
that picture…we have no way of knowing if you‘ll survive.”

“I know, but…” Dugan left his sentence
unfinished as he stepped further from the table with the Eye of the
Soul in both hands. They watched in silence as he stood quietly for
several minutes holding the artifact at chest level. Nothing
happened. Dugan frowned and shook it gently—still nothing.

“Well, this is awkward—” and then the metal
proboscis extended from the center of the Eye and plunged itself
deep into Paul Dugan’s heart.

. . . .

The initial flight of stairs was thirty
steps. Jordan hit a half-landing, then turned abruptly right to
continue downward for what seemed like a couple of stories before
turning left into a long debris-filled corridor about eight feet
wide. With the turns in the stairs, Jordan had quickly left the
light of day behind, but his supernatural eyesight easily
compensated for the darkness and he had no difficulty seeing his
surroundings.

The corridor, which was comprised of the
same red and grey bricks as the outside of the building, had been
cleared half-heartedly. To either side were piles of old cracked
and broken bricks, dusty beams and boards, rusted metal pipes, and
the occasional beer or soda can, along with discarded food
wrappers. The ceiling of the passageway was low, only a foot or so
above Jordan’s head, and rusted pipes ran along it. Exposed light
fixtures hung from a thick black cable. They offered no
illumination, however, as all the bulbs had been smashed, leaving
only jagged pieces of glass.

Further down the corridor the floor had
collapsed, leaving a deep pit several feet across. A dust-covered
wooden door had been laid across the hole. Not willing to trust it
to his weight, Jordan effortlessly jumped across, landing on the
other side. Although he landed lightly, the door behind him
suddenly cracked in two, and the pieces tumbled into the yawning
darkness. Jordan noted that it took a few seconds before he heard
the pieces hit the ground somewhere much further below. The
first test or just a shitty crossing? Jordan had no idea, but
then he didn’t really care.

He continued down the hallway into a larger
chamber. This one was at least a few hundred feet across, with a
much higher ceiling. At the far end, Jordan saw an arched entrance
leading to another hallway. The floor of the room was covered in
dirt and debris, much like the previous corridor, but most of the
rubble had been pushed up against the walls to clear the middle of
the room. A dozen or so thick wooden beams were strategically
placed in an attempt to support the sagging and crumbling ceiling.
The beams had been mounted on four-inch-high slabs of cement set
into the floor, about two feet square. Several of the beams were
cracking, and at least two lay broken on the floor amid piles of
bricks. Not relishing having any part of Seattle suddenly drop on
his head, Jordan quickly crossed the room, passed beneath the arch
and entered a corridor that began a gentle slope downward. Jordan
noticed the temperature was dropping as he moved deeper. The brick
walls now showed signs of moisture, and occasionally a trickle of
water passed through cracked and decaying mortar to pool on the
floor. Jordan realized he must be in the Seattle Underground—and
probably, from the looks of it, not an area that was normally
accessible to the public.

Jordan recalled a tour he’d taken years back
in Pioneer Square. The guide had said that, after a fire destroyed
over thirty blocks back in the late 1800s, the city managers had
decreed that all new buildings would be constructed from stone and
brick. Since the area was plagued with floods, they’d also regraded
the new streets, often two stories higher than the previous ones.
When the buildings were renovated to line up with the new streets,
the ground floors became the Underground. Back in the day, the
residents had used the Underground, which was lit by glass
skylights, to get around, but in the early 1900s the city had
officially condemned it, and the basements and subterranean areas
were mostly abandoned.

As far as Jordan knew, the official tours of
the Seattle Underground only covered a small area, but clearly
there were other sections, like this one, that still existed. The
Underground had once been a haven for the homeless, illegal
gambling, and countless other activities that were frowned upon by
the general populace. As Jordan turned into a long, damp
rubble-filled corridor, he wondered what this part of the
Underground hid from prying eyes. And then he heard the echo of
feet running toward him. Jordan smiled when he saw the sickly glow
of watery yellow eyes far down the corridor. Within seconds, the
kobolds converged on him.

. . . .

“Oh, God,” Jenna cried, running around the
table toward Dugan. Darien was already at his side, but the
alchemist made no attempt to pull the narrow rod from Dugan’s
chest. The thin shaft was pulsating, behaving more like living
tissue than metal, and a crimson blossom was slowly expanding
within the crystal center of the artifact.

Dugan was staring at the crystal. When he
spoke, his voice sounded distant and hollow, a shadow of his usual
boisterous self. “I’m alright—” he glanced at the rod in his chest
and the thin trickle of blood seeping through his sweater where the
Eye had pierced him—“sort of. I… I can sense it in my mind. It’s
sentient; it’s trying to communicate with me. It’s like I’m hearing
whispers in the wind.” Dugan shook his head and tilted it to the
side, trying to catch the sounds only he could hear.

The previously clear crystal at the Eye’s
center was now a vibrant red, and Dugan’s usually ruddy complexion
had faded significantly.

Darien was beside Dugan now, one hand on
Dugan’s shoulder and the other supporting his elbow. Lori stood
beside the table biting her lower lip, her arms wrapped tightly
around herself.

Jenna had moved closer to Dugan. “Paul, it’s
draining blood from you. You’re probably going into shock.”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m not in any pain.
I can feel what’s happening, but it’s not stopping me from being
able to think. It’s just so hard to understand what it’s saying to
me. It’s not communicating to me just with words—it’s using images
too. I can see them in my mind. And feelings. I can sense emotions
and…shit, there are other things that I don’t know how to begin to
describe.”

“What do you think it’s trying to convey,
Paul? What is it doing to you?” Darien asked softly.

“It…the artifact…it’s a conduit for
something greater, an extension of a larger consciousness. The
consciousness has many eyes.” Dugan shook his head weakly. “I can’t
comprehend the number, so many, and they connect to places across
time and space—worlds and realities, places that are, that were and
that will be. Each extension of the entity sleeps until it’s called
upon.” Dugan nodded. “Ah, I understand. There’s a price for its
help now that I’ve woken it. It needs nourishment, it needs to
feed. For blood and life it will help me.” Dugan’s voice was
growing fainter. “I don’t…I don’t have to agree. It will let me go
if I ask. It won’t force me or take what isn’t offered.”

“Let me do it then, Paul! I’ve been gifted
with countless years. If it needs life force for its fee, then let
me pay!” Darien said urgently.

Dugan shook his head. “It’s too risky. This
entity is so different, so alien. If I release it now there’s a
chance that this Eye might leave our reality, and then we’d have to
locate another one—if that’s even possible. We don’t have that kind
of time. We need to do this now.” Dugan gripped the orb firmly in
his hands until the edges cut into his palms and blood began to
drip onto the floor. “I’ll pay your price if you can help us,”
Dugan whispered to it, “if you can give us something that will stop
an angel.”

In response to Dugan’s request, delicate
tendrils of cobalt vapor began to rise up from the seams of the
library floor before two nearby bookcases. The coils of mist
thickened and merged as they crept upward toward the ceiling, until
the wide bookcases were completely hidden behind a curtain of deep
blue. As they watched, the opaque curtain was pulled from the
center to the edges, creating a rectangular frame of mist a few
inches wide. However, once the mist had drawn away, it was not the
bookcases that were revealed—instead, the group found themselves
looking through a portal to another place…another world.

A doorway had been opened, and they were
looking onto a huge patio made of gray-violet sandstone. Two pale
suns hung high in the sky, bathing the landscape in a soft light.
They could smell the fragrance of the unfamiliar landscape drifting
through the portal, feel a cool breeze, and hear the sounds of
birds and insects singing and chirping softly in the background.
Large stones carved in gently flowing abstract patterns were dotted
about the patio, and pots and wide bowls of the same mineral held
plants with thick leaves in vibrant hues of yellow, red, purple and
white. In the distance, they could see a blue mountain range
silhouetted against pale pink-tinted skies. Dark turbulent clouds
began to roll across the sky, obscuring the suns.

Momentarily surprised by the unexpected
landscape, they had failed to notice the being sitting a few yards
away, on a rock carved in the semblance of a rounded sea shell.
Clearly naked, his skin was smooth, and he had a lean muscular
physique with a pale complexion that held the same gray-violet
undertones as the surrounding landscape. Long jet-black hair
brushed his shoulders as he sat in a contemplative pose, looking
toward the mountains in the distance. His right leg was stretched
out before him with the heel against the ground, his other leg
drawn closer to his body with his elbow resting on his knee. A
black-lined pattern that reminded Darien of an elongated Eye of
Horus was tattooed into the man’s upper shoulder and extended
partway down his arm.

In general, his appearance was not too
unusual—disregarding the wings of cinder and ash that extended from
his mid-back and arched high over his head. The wings gave the
appearance of being constructed of crumpled black paper that was
continually burning. Random edges and segments glowed hot red and
orange, as sourceless fires slowly consumed them. The shape of the
wings remained constant, even as the edges curled and fragmented
into apparent ash, disappearing into the air rather than drifting
away on the breeze. As some portions were consumed, new sections of
blackened paper regenerated and unfurled, only to themselves burn
away. It was a surreal tableau of destruction and stunted rebirth,
in endless repetition. The man seemed unconcerned with this
situation as he turned his head toward the portal and looked at
them with ice-blue eyes that bordered on white. Instantly, the
burning wings blinked out of existence, and the man leisurely stood
and began to walk toward them. Jenna felt she should step before
Lori once it was apparent just how male the man was—but he
stopped momentarily, glanced down, and as he looked back up at them
with a soft smile was suddenly clothed. He was now dressed in
simple, loose-fitting pants of some rough-spun white fabric, a
short-sleeved blue poncho shirt with no buttons, and black leather
sandals. With no words or gestures, no obvious spell casting, he
had instantly gone from naked to fully clothed.

Shit, he read my mind, Jenna thought.
The man nodded to her as he continued toward them. He stopped just
short of the threshold of the portal. “It has been a while since
I’ve had visitors. How may I help you?”

Before Jenna or Darien could say anything,
Lori ran up to the gateway. “Please, we need your help against an
angel called Aftiel,” she blurted out. He looked toward her with
his pale eyes, the thick dark eyebrows above them drawing together
in concern.

“Aftiel the Betrayer still lives?” he asked
softly.

“Yes, he’s hurting people…he’s killing
people. He wants to kill us too, and lots more, but we don’t know
why.”

The man sighed deeply. “It would appear my
sins and those of my brothers and sisters have come back to haunt
us.” He nodded toward Lori. “I am called Seth. I was one of those
who banished Aftiel from your world—from all worlds. Yes, I will
help you.”


Chapter
Twenty-Five

The first kobold leapt at Jordan with broken
claws and snapping jaws—an unfortunate choice on its part. Jordan
slipped easily from its clumsy reach and grabbed the creature’s
muzzle from top to bottom with both hands, simultaneously twisting
his body to the right. Channeling the kobold’s momentum, Jordan
threw it to the side as he wrenched its jaws savagely. There was a
loud wet “pop” as he tore the kobold’s muzzle apart, along with a
good portion of its head. Jordan causally dropped the pieces of jaw
to his sides and the kobold tumbled past him, crashing into the
tunnel wall. It lay unmoving, a river of blood pumping from its
ruined face.

 Two more of the kobold’s pack mates
were right behind Jordan’s first kill, and he ended their
existences just as quickly. Jordan hit the first with a backhanded
strike that snapped its neck instantly, then grabbed the other by
the throat, slamming it head-first into the ceiling to completely
obliterate its skull in an explosion of bone and brain.

The next kobold was large for its breed; as
tall as Jordan, it easily outweighed him by a good sixty pounds of
furry muscle. Under the mistaken assumption that its bulk gave it
an advantage, it jumped toward Jordan, wrapping its arms around him
in an attempt to crush the life from him. Sadly for the kobold,
there was no life to crush; its muscle gave it no advantage against
the Child of Shadow’s supernatural strength. Too late it realized,
as Jordan thrust his talons deep into its belly, closeness was the
last thing it wanted when encountering the Child of Shadows. The
kobold released Jordan, dropping to its knees in a gurgling howl of
agony as it futilely attempted to shove its intestines back into
its ravaged belly. Jordan moved past the dying kobold as a dozen
more pushed toward him. Becky doesn’t have time for me to
play. The mob was almost upon him, but Jordan no longer saw
them—all his concentration was elsewhere.

Continuing forward, Jordan carefully
extended the invisible tentacles of his Mondragoran energy toward
the kobolds. He knew he had to keep this attack focused and
precise. There wasn’t time to check what other supernaturals or
even humans might be in nearby tunnels, and he couldn’t afford a
repeat of the warehouse, where he’d carelessly drained everything
of life. He’d been lucky then—he hadn’t killed anything
sentient—but down here he had no idea what he might accidently
kill. No, this attack had to be focused, a surgical strike with no
collateral damage.

The kobolds couldn’t see the tendrils of
energy that Jordan had sent toward them. But while they might not
have seen the invisible coils embracing them, on some primal level
they must have sensed the danger, because just a few yards from him
they suddenly attempted to halt their charge. At that point,
however, it was too late.

It took no effort for Jordan to activate his
power, none at all. It was for that reason Jordan seldom used this
aspect of his Mondragoran abilities—because it was so easy. It felt
too good to drain creatures, and each time Jordan found that he
wanted to do it more and for longer periods. No, it was limiting
his life-leeching power within the confines of the tunnel that was
the difficult part of his attack.

Knowing that Becky was somewhere in these
tunnels and that she needed him made it easier this time. Still,
Jordan struggled to keep the tendrils of his power focused on the
kobolds. The urge to let them slip further away in search of more
food was strong, but despite his awakened hunger Jordan succeeded.
The temperature in the narrow tunnel plummeted as Jordan drained
the life forces of the kobolds. In an instant, they were reduced to
dust, and their motley assortment of clothes fell to the floor in
haphazard piles. A couple of the kobolds had been so close to
Jordan that he actually snatched their shirts and coats from the
air as they flew toward him. Dropping the filthy clothing, he drew
the tendrils of power back into his being and continued down the
tunnel. I’m coming, Almagest. If this is the best you’ve got you
are in some deep shit.

. . . .

“I will shield my power so my brother will
not realize I have crossed over to your world,” Seth said as he
entered the library. He immediately noticed Dugan being supported
by Darien and walked over to them.

“So, you are the brave soul who opened the
portal,” he said, addressing Dugan.

“Brave or stupid, take your pick,” Dugan
replied with a wan smile.

“Did you know this was how you had to
activate the Eye of the Soul?” Seth asked.

“Yeah, I knew,” Dugan answered.

“Then I stand by my description of your
being brave.”

“Thanks…um, I don’t suppose you know how to
turn it off, now that you’re here?” Dugan looked down at the rod in
his chest, which was sluggishly pulsating as it continued to feed
on him.

Seth frowned at the artifact and laid his
hand atop it. “While not evil, this entity has a tendency toward
gluttony. This one has more than paid the price for your
services—release him now or I will erase this facet of your being
from existence,” Seth ordered the artifact, in a tone that
suggested nothing less than immediate capitulation would be
accepted.

The Eye shuddered for a moment, vibrating
ever so slightly, then the rod slowly withdrew from Dugan’s chest.
It was reabsorbed into the artifact’s frame so completely that no
sign of it existed. While there was still a hole in Dugan’s sweater
where the Eye had pierced him, the flesh underneath appeared
healthy and undamaged. Dugan suddenly sagged, his hand falling away
from the Eye as Darien caught him and helped him sit down at the
table. The Eye remained where Dugan had held it, simply floating in
the air.

“Huh, so I didn’t even need to hold it,”
Dugan commented to no one in particular.

“Here, drink this, Paul.” Darien brought a
small clear vial with a green liquid from one of his hidden pockets
to Dugan’s lips. “It will strengthen your life force and accelerate
your body’s ability to produce blood cells.”

“Thanks,” Dugan muttered, gulping down the
elixir. “Bleh, can’t you learn to flavor these concoctions?”

“Good—if you can complain about the taste
then I needn’t worry about your recovery,” Darien said with relief.
“Seriously, Paul,” the alchemist continued, patting Dugan’s
shoulder good-naturedly, “you need to do something about this habit
of getting stabbed in the chest. First a broken cross, now an
inter-dimensional artifact. You can’t keep this up; I might not be
around to assist you next time.”

Dugan chuckled. “Fair enough. I’ll do my
best to avoid any further impalements.”

Seth had been watching them with interest,
his eyes emitting a pale glow. “Ah, an alchemist—and I see from
your body’s composition that you are one of the rare few who truly
came to understand what was meant by the Philosopher’s Stone. I am
impressed,” he commended as the glow faded away.

“Thank you…Seth?” Darien asked.

“Yes, Seth is fine. While I once held many
titles, I no longer desire such embellishments. May I refer to you
as Darien?” Seth turned to Dugan. “And you as Paul?”

“Certainly,” Darien answered, and Dugan said
“yes” at the same time.

“Oh, and you needn’t fear for your health.
The Eye of the Soul seldom harms those it has bargained with,” Seth
added.

“Seldom?” Dugan asked, raising his
eyebrows.

“As I mentioned, the Eye can be a glutton,
and on rare occasions it has been known to overfeed. And while such
instances can be fatal, once you are separated from the Eye it
leaves no lasting damage.” Seth looked toward the artifact, which
was quietly bobbing in the air, and smiled. “Honestly, the entity
isn’t that intelligent. While immensely powerful by your standards,
it is really nothing more than a dimensional voyeur. It makes its
bargains as an excuse to delve into the dealings of other creatures
across worlds and times. It does not love or hate, it does not
care, it just likes to…how shall I put this? Watch.”

The Eye vibrated furiously and emitted an
angry hum, like a beehive trapped in a steel drum. Seth chuckled,
and his amusement relaxed them all. The air around the Eye suddenly
warped and twisted, and it was gone. The portal it had created
disappeared with it.

“Oh, how will you get back home?” Jenna
cried.

“Please, do not be concerned. I am sure
matters will work themselves out in due time. We have more
important things to discuss than my return home, yes?”

“Yes, we do,” Jenna agreed, walking toward
Seth and extending her hand. “I’m Jenna, by the way.”

Seth took her hand, but instead of shaking
it he leaned forward and kissed the top of it lightly. “A pleasure,
my lady.” Jenna found herself unexpectedly blushing at his
touch.

Lori approached Seth curiously. “You’re not
like Aftiel; you’re a good angel,” she stated bluntly.

Jenna startled at Lori’s remark, and it was
obvious to her that Seth noticed. “I’m sorry; the rest of us didn’t
know we were contacting an angel. And I’m not sure what I would
have expected had we known, but somehow, you aren’t it. You seem
so—” Seth raised an eyebrow— “easygoing,” Jenna finished
quickly.

Seth nodded. “A long time ago you would not
have found me so. In fact, I was quite the opposite.” Seth looked
down at Lori. “And how can you be so sure that I am a good angel,
child?”

“This is Lori,” Jenna said, as Seth held his
gaze on the young seer.

“I know things,” Lori responded, her face
clouding. She turned from the angel and walked over to the table to
pick up the next in her series of pictures. She returned to Seth
and handed him her drawing face down. “You need to see this…you
should know what will happen if you help us.”

Seth held the picture up so that only he
could see it. “So you are a seer,” he said, looking away from the
paper and back to Lori. “You have a rare gift that even my people
cannot duplicate. I am honored to meet you.”

“What about—” Lori started, as the picture
in Seth’s hand was suddenly engulfed in flame until nothing was
left, not even ash.

Seth shook his head good-naturedly. “Do not
fear, I will not shirk my duty. While I thank you for sharing this
vision of the future, it does not change my decision to aid you. In
fact, your showing it to me only reinforces that I should help
you.”

Seth brushed his fingers lightly on his
shirt. “Now,” he said, walking to the table and taking a seat, “I
think we should speak of Aftiel. I assume you have only recently
become aware of his return to this world?”

“Yes,” Darien answered, taking a seat at the
table along with Jenna and Lori. “How did you know?”

“It is quite simple: if a seer says that my
brother wishes you dead and you are not, I must assume Aftiel has
not been in this world for long.”

. . . .

Jordan had lost track how many corridors or
rooms he’d passed through; likewise, he’d stopped counting the
number of kobolds he’d effortlessly slaughtered in his search for
Becky. It had become clear to him from the way some corridors were
collapsed in upon themselves and others were accessible that he was
being directed down a particular path. But that was fine with
him—if it led him to Becky sooner he didn’t give a shit what
Almagest threw at him. He’d run the fucking gauntlet until he got
to the end. He would save Becky and, if possible, kill the nut-job
alchemist too.

So far Jordan was unimpressed with the
alchemist’s “test”—nothing that Almagest had thrown against him was
impressive or even challenging. Kobolds had attacked him with tooth
and claw, others had been given weapons ranging from knives and
clubs to actual guns, but the results had all been the same: Jordan
had quickly eliminated them, and if he sustained any damage he
drained their life forces until he was repaired.

Frankly, as far as Jordan was concerned,
none of the kobolds were as dangerous as the blood wraith had been,
and if Almagest was trying to wear him down by using the kobolds as
cannon fodder, it was a complete waste of time. It couldn’t be done
as long as the alchemist used creatures that Jordan could feed
upon. This test seemed pointless, and it infuriated Jordan that
Almagest and Aftiel had tortured Becky to get him here. Shit, if
they’d just threatened her he would probably have done it. If
anyone deserved a serious killing it was those two, Jordan thought,
entering a smaller chamber with a damp floor. He was so wrapped up
in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the odd smell until he was
halfway across the room.

Jordan heard a click as two steel doors slid
down, one sealing the corridor behind him, the other blocking the
exit ahead. He was trapped. Shit!

“You really are quite arrogant.” A voice
echoed in the chamber that Jordan recognized as the alchemist’s.
“Did you think this was a test to see how many kobolds you could
kill? Those miserable vermin were so terrified of Aftiel when he
came before them it took no effort at all to set them against you,
but in the end they were nothing more than bread crumbs to lead you
here—just another form of bait, like the woman. I’ve already seen
examples of your strength. I’ve witnessed your ability to drain
energy from my creations and the blood wraith. No, revenant, this
test isn’t about your strength or your power.” Jordan couldn’t
sense any life forces nearby. Almagest’s voice had to be coming
from a hidden speaker, or it was being transferred via some spell.
“This test is about the most basic of things: survival. Lord Aftiel
ordered that I evaluate your potential as a weapon, so it seems
only fitting that I temper your steel.”

Jordan heard a series of faint noises from
above, and suddenly liquid was pouring from small holes in the
ceiling into the room and directly onto him. Gas? “I do not
like you, revenant. You ruined a very promising experiment. But I
will not let that cloud my judgment. While you are a thorn in my
side, a problem I wish to solve, I will fulfill Lord Aftiel’s
request. That being said, I have found this to be a solution to
many of my past problems and I hope it will be the same with you.”
Jordan heard one more click from above, and then the room erupted
into a raging inferno.

Jordan screamed as the flames engulfed him.
“Don’t worry about the fire going out anytime soon, revenant; the
same holes that my Master created to allow the flow of accelerant
from several floors above also facilitate a steady flow of oxygen
into the chamber. You are going to burn for a very long time.”

The flames had already consumed Jordan’s
coat and clothing, and he could now smell the sickly-sweet odor of
his own burning flesh. His body had immediately begun repairing
itself, but the fire was consuming tissue faster than it could be
regenerated. Jordan fell to his knees with his arms held out before
him, and they burned like the dry branches of a tree. His body
attempted to protect itself by transferring blood and fluids to his
skin, but the thin outer layer of his epidermis had already fried
and peeled away and now the thicker dermal layers were splitting,
allowing his fat to leak out to be consumed by the blaze. The
flames were beginning to lick at his insides. Jordan fell to his
side as the fire lapped around him; his muscles and tendons were
starting to cook, and as they dried his body twisted and contorted.
Jordan couldn’t see any of this, however, as his eyes had boiled
out of their sockets. He had ceased screaming as well, since his
vocal cords had snapped. His nerves had burned away, so the
horrific pain had also passed. Despite this, Jordan could tell with
his mystical sense that his body was being destroyed, that it was
being consumed. Jordan burned for over an hour before Mr. Almagest
shut off the flow of oxygen.


Chapter
Twenty-Six

“So, by your estimation, my brother has been
in this world for a week?” Seth asked Darien.

“It’s an assumption based on recent events,”
Darien agreed. “About a week ago, one of my Incursion Wards
registered an energy spike unlike anything I have encountered.
Since Seattle has become an epicenter for random dimensional rifts
and portal openings, I felt this anomaly was something that should
be investigated immediately.”

“I do sense significant quantities of
mystical energy around us, and I find it curious that much of this
energy is foreign to this world. I can only surmise that a
considerable number of dimensional breaches have occurred since I
was last here. Can you explain this?”

Darien nodded. “Yes. About five years ago,
entities known as the Mondragoran attempted to enter our world.
During the attack, their high priest tore open a number of portals
leading here. At that time, Grand Wards that had sealed the
Mondragoran and many other beings from this reality were completely
destroyed. Since that conflict, this world has become an unstable
nexus point between countless realities. Although Washington may
have the highest concentration of alien energies, the foreign
energies you sense aren’t just local; they’re now a worldwide
phenomenon.”

“That would explain why so much more power
is available than when I was last here. I am familiar with the
wards you referred to, as well as the Mondragoran. What I do not
understand is this: if the World Destroyers succeeded in breaking
the wards, how is this world even here? After the Mondragoran
breached this reality, your world should have been reduced to a
sterile rock orbiting a dying star.”

“It’s because of Jordan,” Jenna interjected.
“He was the last cre… person the Mondragoran altered in their
attempt to enter our world. He was killed, and when he died they
reshaped his body to become a vessel to contain their power
directly here on Earth. They wanted to use him to destroy the
Foundations—the wards—and to enter this world.”

“So he was their high priest?” Seth
asked.

“Hell, no!” Dugan interrupted loudly. “That
was a crazy fuck called Ackerman. No, Jordan turned against them
and eventually used the Mondragoran’s own power to destroy
them.”

“The Mondragoran are no more?” Seth asked
with obvious surprise.

“As far as we know,” Darien answered. “As
you said, if they had succeeded this world would be dead.”

“Humans never cease to amaze me,” Seth said
with a pleased smile. “That you would be responsible for the
eradication of one of the foulest entities in creation is truly
impressive. Even my people were unable to defeat them, although
they did discover we were best left alone.”

“We all helped Jordan,” Jenna said quietly,
recalling a darker time, “but to be honest, it was his doing in the
end. None of us was in any condition to resist them in the final
battle.” Darien and Dugan nodded somberly in agreement.

“I see—although I find it difficult to
believe that one individual alone could defeat the will of the
Mondragoran. While I am sure your friend Jordan is a warrior of
valor, I believe you underestimate your roles in the defeat of the
World Destroyers.”

Dugan coughed. “Aye, that may be, but
perhaps we should focus on the more immediate threat: Aftiel.”

“Agreed,” Seth answered. “You said there
were other events that led you to believe my brother was here?”

Darien responded, “After I felt the initial
spike of energy in Seattle, it immediately disappeared. Not long
after that, however, several humans were brutally murdered, and at
the time they were killed I sensed another energy release similar
to the first one.”

“One of the people killed that night was
turned into salt by what we think was a near-instantaneous Grand
Working,” Dugan added.

“Hmm, yes, that does sound like something
Aftiel would do.” A look of sadness crossed Seth’s face. He shook
his head. “Please, continue.”

“The next day, Lori—” Darien gestured toward
the young seer, who remained strangely pensive—“came to us and
shared with us her visions. She felt it was an angel we were about
to encounter. That same night, we came across a nasty form of
revenant that appeared to have component energies that I now
believe were angelic in origin. Unfortunately, by the time I was
able to study the revenant more closely, those energies had
dissipated.”

“We had another run-in yesterday,” Dugan
interjected. “We were attacked at a Starbucks by a blood wraith.
During that fight, Jordan linked his consciousness to the wraith
and said it showed him its masters—an angel called Aftiel and a
human alchemist. Before Jordan could learn more, Aftiel severed the
link and killed the wraith.”

“Your friend had direct mental contact with
this being that the wraith claimed was Aftiel, but he was not
injured?” Seth interrupted.

“Yes,” Dugan answered. “Aftiel just severed
his connection to the wraith and killed it. Jordan did tell us that
Aftiel had told him he was testing Jordan until it was time for
them to meet.”

“Hmmm, that is most odd. If this is my
brother, I can’t imagine why he would consider associating with a
human—he never had a high opinion of your kind—or why he would
allow a creation of the Mondragoran to walk away unscathed. This is
very puzzling.” Seth stroked the ball of his thumb across his chin
in a very human gesture. “It was at that point you sought out the
Eye to locate a way to overcome my brother?”

“Yeah, we asked it to help us find something
that could stop an angel, and it opened that portal to you.” Dugan
pointed at the bookcases where the portal leading to Seth’s world
had appeared.

“Do you believe us?” Jenna asked.

“I would like to investigate further, but I
do not think you are trying to deceive me. And from what you have
told me it seems probable that you are dealing with an angel. But
do I find some of the actions you have described
somewhat…uncharacteristic of Aftiel.”

“How so?” Darien asked.

“Aftiel was one of the most powerful of my
race ever to exist; individually, our abilities paled in
comparison. During the time we resided on your world, Aftiel was
adored by some of my people and hated by many more—I was one of the
few that fit into neither category. Regardless, my brother was not
one you wished as an adversary. When something displeased him, he
made it known, and with his power he had no difficulty enforcing
his will upon others. The laws of my people barely held him in
check, and he often found ways to circumvent our rules. And as
difficult as he could be among my kind, Aftiel was even harsher
when dealing with humans. This is why I am perplexed that he would
have any contact with a human alchemist or that he would not have
been more direct if he wished you harm.” Seth shook his head sadly.
“Then again, if it is Aftiel, I suppose it is foolish of me to
assume I have any insight regarding his character after we banished
him and his followers to the place between realities.”

“Um, why did you banish him?” Jenna
asked.

Seth sighed. “We banished Aftiel from Edinnu
or Eden, what you refer to as Earth, because we discovered that he
and his followers intended to make themselves gods and your kind
their slaves; we banished Aftiel because he had gone insane and we
were not certain we could kill him.”

. . . .

“Deposit the revenant over there,” Almagest
absently directed the kobold carrying what remained of Jordan’s
corpse, with a wave of his hand. The emaciated creature, wearing
dirty torn jeans and a filthy black sweatshirt, trudged to the
corner of the room indicated by the alchemist and dropped the
charred remnants it cradled in its arms onto the floor. The
blackened corpse landed on its back with a dull thud, scattering
pieces of carbonized flesh across the brick floor.

Little was left of Jordan Hanson; he had
been reduced to a blackened husk. His hands and feet had burned
away until all that remained were withered extremities—cracked
bones tenuously held together by burnt remnants of muscle and
tendon. Jordan’s chest had split open from the heat, revealing
white ribs that had pushed to the sides, exposing a cavity of now
desiccated and completely unidentifiable organs. His hollow-eyed
skull, arched back by the remains of burnt vertebra, screamed
silently toward the ceiling with discolored teeth that stood out in
stark contrast to the blackened skull.

The kobold moved to the side as Mr. Almagest
walked up and knelt down on one leg to inspect the remains. The
alchemist held his pendant with his left hand, ready to augment his
protective wards, and placed his right hand directly into the ruin
of Jordan’s chest. He held it there for several minutes as he sent
his awareness deep into the corpse in search of any trace of life
force. With a grunt of satisfaction he stood up. Absently he wiped
his hand on the kobold’s shirt as he looked down.

“Once again, the cleansing fires have solved
my problems for me,” he said with a broad smile. “Now Aftiel will
see that you were just a discarded Mondragoran failure, not some
forgotten weapon of power. With you gone, I am certain Lord Aftiel
will be more inclined to allow me to pursue the previous experiment
you interrupted. I am sure he will see my revenant is quite capable
of culling the human population to the levels he desires.”

Almagest turned and walked to the other side
of the small room, toward the only exit. To the side of the exit,
against the wall, beneath the weak light of the single bare bulb
hanging from a fixture in the ceiling, Becky sat taped to another
chair. Most of the flesh had been flayed from her face and upper
torso, but out of macabre amusement the alchemist had left her
scalp and her shoulder-length red hair still attached. Due to his
alchemical salves, Becky had not died from blood loss or shock,
although, mercifully, she had passed out. But eventually the
salve’s power would wane—and when it did, her bleeding would
increase and her body would become fully aware of the atrocities
that had been performed upon it.

Almagest ran a finely manicured hand along
the exposed muscle of Becky’s cheek. “Your knight did not arrive
soon enough,” he said, softly clucking his tongue, “and I did say
that if he didn’t appear in a timely manner I would have to
complete my … alterations. But you should know it was not at all a
waste. I had wondered how well that salve would work in slowing
blood loss and preserving tissue while I was operating on a live
subject—and now, thanks to you, I have my answer. You have revealed
an entirely new method for dissecting and altering beings while
they are still alive. I am sure I will be much more productive with
future experiments thanks to your assistance.” Mr. Almagest bent
down and kissed the exposed dermis of Becky’s forehead. When he
stood up, his lips held a soft blush from her blood.

As he walked toward the exit, he spoke to
the kobold without looking back. “I am done with the woman and need
to return to Lord Aftiel. You and your pack may have her now.” He
stopped at the doorway and laid his right hand on the edge of the
door jamb. “Oh, the human heart is a tough organ to incinerate; you
might still find it within the revenant’s corpse. Feel free to help
yourself if you like your meat—” Mr. Almagest chuckled
softly—“well-cooked.” And he walked into the darkness of the
corridor.

The drooling kobold looked down at Jordan’s
corpse and with a crooked-toothed grin bent in search of the
suggested morsel.

. . . .

“So…when you say ‘insane,’ is that
hyperbole? Or do you actually mean bug-nuts, off-his-rocker,
put-him-in-the-loony-bin insane?” Dugan asked Seth pointedly.

“By my people’s standards, he was mad.”

“Um, can I ask a couple of questions?” Lori
suddenly interrupted, waving her hand.

“Certainly,” Seth responded.

“Are you saying our world is Eden from the
bible and you guys named it?”

Seth shook his head. “No, that word has its
origins in an Akkadian word with an Aramaic root, and came to imply
a place of perfection. We simply appropriated it when we were
here.” Seth paused with a bemused expression on his face. “There
are many realties and worlds that have a similar concept or words
for such places of perfection.”

“Okay, next question. Am I the only one here
who noticed that you’re an angel but speak our language and know
phrases like ‘bug nuts’ and ‘loony bin’? You didn’t even seem
curious what a Starbucks was. They have those on other planets
now?”

Jenna, Dugan and Darien all looked at one
another in surprise.

Seth laughed. “Ah, you are most observant.
It is really quite simple, child: since the moment we met, I have
been reading all of your minds. In this manner, I was able to
assimilate your language so that we could communicate. All my
people have this ability, although I must say I am particularly
good at it.”

“But we have mental shields,” Jenna said
softly. Seth shook his head.

“Yes, all of you except the child have quite
formidable mental defenses, but they are not able to resist one of
my race. Please, do not fear, I have not been probing deeply into
your personal thoughts or feelings. Rather, I have been sifting out
useful information, such as your language, history, social norms,
customs, that type of thing. With the combined knowledge from the
four of you, I now have a fair understanding of this planet and its
recent history.”

“But we’ve been together less than an hour,”
Dugan sputtered.

“I had most of the information I required
after the first twenty minutes, Paul,” Seth casually explained.

Darien frowned. “Well then, since you have
learned such things as social norms and customs you—”

“—should cease reading your thoughts without
your permission?” Seth finished with a smile. “Yes, I give you my
word from this moment on I will cease reading you without your
permission. Please understand, I was not attempting to be
deceitful, but reading your minds was the most expedient method to
gain honest information quickly. Since I do not know you, I felt it
best to be cautious.”

“Well,” Dugan sighed, “there’s not much we
can do about it now, and according to Lori and the Eye you’re the
only one who can help us. So if you’re done poking around in our
noodles,” he added with annoyance, “please continue telling us
about your insane relative.”

Seth nodded. “You must understand that,
while my people placed colonies on worlds to learn more about the
civilizations of those worlds, we never felt that we had to hide
ourselves. In fact, we often found it easier to make ourselves
known if we wanted to learn more about a particular culture we were
observing. That being said, it was always the expectation that we
not interfere with the culture’s development. As one of the leaders
of the Eden colony, I was a strong supporter of this
non-interference philosophy. I felt it was acceptable for us to
speak to humans and interact with them, perhaps on occasion even to
help the sick or injured ones, but in general we were not to
interfere.”

“That sounds admirable in principle,” Darien
said dryly. “How did it work in reality?”

Seth actually blushed. “It did not work out
quite in that manner. Of the hundreds of worlds my people visited,
the thousands of races we studied, we found yours to be
particularly interesting. Your passion, ingenuity, creativity, even
your outward similarity to my people, was particularly appealing.
So much so that some of our colony became far more involved with
your people than they should have.”

“When you say ‘involved,’ what exactly does
that imply?” Jenna asked.

Seth sighed deeply. “Many of my people felt
that they should help humanity more…directly. That your fledgling
race should be protected—guarded. Some began to manipulate the
indigenous cultures by presenting themselves as messengers of the
gods. This allowed them to direct the cultures in ways they felt
would be beneficial to human development.”

“Huh, that sounds a lot like what we learned
about in school when the colonists came to this country. They
thought the people who lived here already had it all wrong and it
was their job to show them the right way to live,” Lori said
derisively. “That didn’t work out so well for the Native
Americans.”

“No, according to your history it did not.
And based on similar experiences in our own history, when the other
leaders and I discovered this, we immediately attempted to put a
stop to it—only to discover that the interference was much greater
than we had ever imagined. Not only had some of my people been
deliberately controlling the development of your race, they had
also been mating with them, and to our surprise their seed had
taken. A whole new race had been created; we later referred to them
as Nephilim.”

“Yeah, this is sounding more and more like
my history class,” Lori said sarcastically.

“Yes, well, by the time we discovered this,
our colony had already been in Eden for several of your
generations, and well, my race had been quite,” Seth looked toward
Lori, “um, prolific with yours.” Lori glowered toward Seth.

“Realizing how complicated the situation had
become, my fellow leaders and I decided it would be best if we
returned home. We were willing to take the Nephilim with us, as
they were of our blood, but we felt it necessary that we depart
this world before we disrupted its development further. It was at
this point that Aftiel made his feelings known on many fronts.”

“This is where we get to the insanity part?”
Dugan asked.

“Yes,” Seth answered. “My brother had
apparently been the most active with regard to manipulating human
development. He had come to believe that humanity could survive
only if it were guided by angels. At first we thought Aftiel had
developed some form of misguided stewardship toward your people,
but we soon learned that his vision of supervision entailed placing
himself and his supporters in the roles of gods. They intended to
rule over humanity completely. He did not want to help them
develop—he wanted to control how they developed. He wanted to
control all of you.”

“Shit, he was setting himself up as some
kind of angel dictator?” Dugan asked.

“Basically—and once we discovered this, we
decided that the colony had to leave at once. But things did not go
as planned. While most were willing to leave, a minority, under
Aftiel, refused.”

“And Aftiel was the most powerful?” Darien
added.

“Correct. At first we attempted diplomacy;
we thought we could convince Aftiel and the others that they were
misguided. But we did not understand how much Aftiel and his
followers desired to make themselves gods. This division of belief
quickly led to strife within the colony, which in turn brought
bloodshed and death. Our people had not had such an internal
conflict for hundreds of years. It was almost unheard of for an
angel to kill another, but in no time the opposing factions were
slaughtering one another without remorse.”

“And how did humanity fare during your civil
war?” Darien asked.

“Not well,” Seth said solemnly. “Aftiel felt
no compunction about using human troops during the conflict; the
bloodshed intensified, and we saw no end in sight. Aftiel was
simply too powerful. He was rabid in his beliefs, and he had
convinced his followers to follow him blindly at all costs. We came
to believe that, due to his great power, he had also infected the
will of his fellow angels—that he had overwhelmed their beliefs and
desires with his own. Somehow he had rewritten them with his
power…with his madness.”

“But you did find a way to defeat him?”
Jenna asked.

“Yes. In his pathological need to lord
himself over humanity, Aftiel came to believe that the progeny of a
human and angel was an abomination and therefore had to be
eliminated. Up until that point, the Nephilim had refrained from
taking sides; while they were uncertain about returning home, they
did not follow Aftiel’s belief regarding the domination of
humanity. Once they realized that Aftiel wanted them exterminated,
however, they were more than willing to help us overthrow him. With
the Nephilim’s aid, and with the support of human casters and
artifacts we forged to siphon away Aftiel’s power, we were able to
defeat him and his followers, whom we had dubbed the Fallen, and
force them into the realm between realities. We did not kill them,
despite everything Aftiel and his followers had done, but had hoped
to banish them forever.”

“And that’s how it ended?” Lori asked.

“It ended things here on Eden, but when we
returned home we took the conflict with us. Our people were
horrified to learn that we had killed thousands of our own kind in
the Eden War. Some saw the leaders, including me, as being in the
wrong for fighting against Aftiel and then banishing him and his
followers. Others agreed with our actions and felt we had done what
was necessary; they could not fathom such blatant manipulation of a
world we were merely meant to study. This created deep divisions of
opinion on our home world, just as it had within the Eden colony.
But worse than the philosophical division our return created was
the division caused by the existence of Nephilim. Much to my
dismay, they were not embraced by all of my people. Instead, many
felt that Aftiel was correct and that the Nephilim represented an
abomination, an abhorrent mingling of species. Many of my people
wanted them banished from our world, while others felt they should
stay without discrimination. This led to even further conflict
among my people. All this discord continued to grow exponentially;
it was as though we had brought Aftiel’s madness with us. Soon, my
home world and our colonies were embroiled in an ideological war
that crossed galaxies and lasted for over a thousand years.”

“And how did that end?” Darien asked.

“Badly. We had been one of the greatest
races in this and many other realties. But our great power came
from our home world, from the well of power upon which we all could
draw—a power that was drained completely by hundreds of years of
war. This fact was not lost on our enemies, who took countless
opportunities to strike at us during this time.” Seth breathed
deeply, brushing his palms across the table and looking down. “My
people are broken now, scattered across worlds and realities. Our
former glory is remembered only in the legends and stories of the
worlds we once visited.” He looked up at them sadly. “I have not
seen one of my own race in several hundred years, and I have been
living in seclusion where you found me for the past fifty
years.”

“Wow, and then we showed up to remind
you–sorry,” Lori said, without a hint of sarcasm this time.

“It doesn’t matter; if you are dealing with
Aftiel, it is my duty to help you. Perhaps we took the coward’s way
out by banishing him, although I am not certain that even with our
combined power we could have destroyed him. As a representative of
my race, I must help you defeat him if he is here.”

. . . .

The kobold, its arm deep in Jordan’s chest,
thought it could feel the heart. Placing its other hand on Jordan’s
shoulder, it attempted to get better leverage to rip out the piece
of flesh in question. It was so preoccupied with its tug-of-war
that it hadn’t noticed the sudden drop in temperature, or that its
breath was coming out as a faint mist from its damp muzzle. It
didn’t have time to scream before it disappeared in a puff of dust,
its powdered remains drifting across the partially regenerated body
beneath it. Jordan looked up at the ceiling with lidless eyes, his
lipless mouth stretched wide to echo a silent scream of agony.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven

Jordan rolled slowly to his side, whimpering
softly like a wounded animal, as his regenerating nerves reminded
him with burning agony that his body had been reduced to the
equivalent of an overcooked roast.

As he lay bleeding on his side, among his
own ashes, Jordan’s skinless face grimaced in misery. His
pain-addled brain recalled how in Greek myths the gods always
punished those who showed hubris. Now he understood exactly how
that shit happened. In his arrogance he’d assumed that the
alchemist couldn’t really hurt him, but once he was trapped in the
inferno Jordan had quickly understood what a stupid assumption that
had been.

When his flesh was burning away, Jordan had
realized he couldn’t escape the alchemist’s trap. His only option
was to bury some kernel of his essence deep within his undead body
in the hope that he might be able to revive himself later. He knew
that Almagest would check to see if he was truly dead, but Jordan
had learned in his battle with the Mondragoran how to hide away as
the smallest parcel of energy in order to escape their grasp; if he
could deceive those dark gods, he knew he could fool the alchemist.
It had not been difficult to allow his already depleted energies to
dwindle to a level that Almagest would not be able to detect.

Jordan had sensed when the alchemist had
laid his hand upon him—in him—but he hadn’t dared attack in case
the alchemist had some other trick ready. No, it was better to bide
his time for another opportunity, one that had come quite soon when
the kobold had begun digging around inside his chest.

Unfortunately, the kobold’s life force had
been not been adequate to completely repair his body. Jordan had
channeled most of the energy into regenerating his arms and legs
and repairing muscles and tendons so that he could move again—not
to mention his eyes, so that he could see. Little had remained for
nonessentials like internal organs or skin. As he dragged himself
to his knees, Jordan knew he had to look like something from Grey’s
Anatomy—or Hellraiser.

While he was regenerating his limbs, Jordan
had tried to limit activating nerves, knowing he would feel the
pain of his injuries, but he was not an expert when it came to
selective repair and some of the nerves were now functioning, much
to his regret.

The other gods, the good ones he had met
when he was fighting the Mondragoran, had given him the gift of
feeling after he’d defeated the Mondragoran, explaining that it
would help him retain his humanity. And he was thankful for their
gift, because it allowed him to experience a cool breeze, the
warmth of the sun, and most importantly Jenna’s touch—but he wished
for the moment that he could somehow turn it off again. He’d
learned to endure most forms of pain when injured, but the
alchemist had demonstrated that Jordan could be made to feel pain
at a level even he couldn’t readily manage. Regardless, he thought,
it was just pain, and he would have to deal with it, because he
could sense that there was someone worse off than him
nearby—someone close to real death.

Jordan pushed up from the floor with his
bleeding palms and staggered upright. He felt dizzy as he stood and
fiery needles of pain washed across his body in waves, almost
forcing him to his knees again. I don’t have time for this!
he thought savagely. I’m the fucking Child of Shadows, I will
not let this stop me. The Mondragoran hurt me worse than this!
Jordan focused his will and forced the agony from his consciousness
until it was a distant roar that he could hear but that wouldn’t
slow him down. Yeah, I can do this; it’s just pain and skin. I
can ignore one and the other will grow back. He rolled the
glistening muscles of his shoulders and walked toward Becky.

Looking down at her skinless face and upper
torso, he wanted to scream and cry at the same time; neither was
possible, since his vocal cords had not been a priority to repair
and he had no functioning tear ducts at the moment. Absently, he
reached down and pulled her bloody bathrobe robe up and around her
shoulders to better cover her. Yeah, like that matters when she
has no skin, he thought darkly. He could sense the dim flicker
of her life force slowly fading away, and as he felt it dwindle he
realized he had no clue how to save her. His Mondragoran energies
allowed him to take life force from others to feed and repair
himself, but he had yet to discover a method for transferring his
energies to heal. He didn’t even know if that was possible since
his abilities were the antithesis of life—existing to destroy, not
to save. He knelt down and took her limp hand. It was a macabre
image, her delicate fingers cradled by the raw muscles and tendons
of his ravaged hands. Desperately Jordan tried to think of
something he could do to help her.

He’d seen enough humans and supernaturals
die over the years—killed enough—that he could tell Becky had only
minutes remaining. Even if he tried to carry her from here, if he
could somehow navigate the corridors and tunnels and fight his way
through the kobolds—or worse yet, Almagest—he knew she wouldn’t
survive the ordeal.

Maybe if he had his cell phone he could have
called Darien or Jenna and they would have some magical solution,
but his phone was destroyed in the fire along with his
clothes…fuck, along with him, so that wasn’t really an option
either. Hell, even if he had it there was no way he would get
reception this far down. He’d be better off if he was telepathic,
but he didn’t really understand how that ability worked. He’d been
able to communicate with some supernaturals, like Jeremiah, but
they had always initiated the contact. He’d never been able to do
it on his own. He felt Becky’s life force ebb further, until even
his highly attuned senses could barely register it.

Telepathy had to be the answer, he thought
bleakly. He’d used some kind of thought transference just recently
with Jeremiah; he had to try, even if he had no clue what he was
doing. Jordan let go of Becky’s hand, laying it gently on her lap.
It looked ashen against the white blood-spattered bathrobe that
covered her legs. He stood up, determined to find a way to contact
Jeremiah.

Jordan tried picturing the supernatural’s
face and thinking about wanting to talk to him, but that didn’t
work. Next he called out in his thoughts: Jeremiah! There
was no response. Screaming in his thoughts: Jeremiah!
Nothing. Becky’s life force was almost gone, and once that happened
her soul would separate and move on to whatever plane of existence
awaited it.

Think, think! It was tearing Jordan
apart inside. He had promised he would protect her, and instead
she’d been tortured and was now dying. He felt helpless—something
he hadn’t felt in years. For all his power, he was useless; he was
still letting innocent people around him suffer. He’d made a
promise and failed to keep it. He hated himself at this
moment...like Jeremiah hated himself…these feelings were just like
Jeremiah’s. Jordan recalled when they were linked how similar they
both were in how they felt about themselves. Perhaps that was the
way to reach out to the supernatural? Jordan stopped trying to
contact Jeremiah with his thoughts; instead, he focused on his
feelings, on how much they were like Jeremiah’s. He just wanted to
save the innocent, to save Becky. They both wanted to protect the
innocent …

Jordan? A familiar voice whispered in
his mind.

Jordan latched on to the connection
instantly. Jeremiah, if you can come to me, do it now! There’s a
woman and she’s dying and I can’t save her! Please, help
me!

Jordan felt a tremor in the pit of his
being, and Jeremiah was standing before him. He was dressed in the
same faded black jeans, loose-fitting grey sweatshirt and
food-spattered apron from the day before. His white hair was in a
tail, but it now hung over his right shoulder and down his
chest.

“Well, don’t you look like shit,” he
commented dryly, then promptly turned and knelt beside Becky.

Jordan started to speak, but nothing came
out except a sputtering croak.

We can communicate this way.
Jeremiah’s thoughts whispered into Jordan’s mind as he examined
Becky’s face and torso.

Can you help her?

Jeremiah gently took Becky’s hand.
Normally, when a human is this badly damaged, I simply absorb
their life force and help their soul move on.

No! Jordan screamed through their
mental link, moving forward and grabbing the supernatural. Jordan
sensed Jeremiah’s pain as his grip dug deeply into his narrow
shoulder.

Jeremiah looked up at him calmly. I did
say “normally.” I didn’t say I was going to do that to this
woman.

Jordan released Jeremiah. I’m sorry. I
just want to help her. I didn’t mean to hurt you.

Jeremiah nodded, seemingly unconcerned, and
turned back to Becky. I understand. You are clearly under
stress; I am sure your current state is a factor. Perhaps you will
explain at some point how this came to be?

Sure, but if you’re going to do something,
you have to do it now! Her soul’s about to separate.

Yes, of course. Jeremiah took Becky’s
other hand with his, and the temperature in the small room
plummeted. Jordan sensed the same primal power that Jeremiah had
used against the kobolds well up around them. No dark ebony wings
erupted from the supernatural’s back this time; instead a warm
yellow glow, like morning sunlight, slid from Jeremiah’s hands and
into Becky’s. As Jordan watched, the light crept up to her wrists
and, while her robe covered her torso, Jordan could see the yellow
energy sliding up from the exposed portion of her neck until it
bathed her head. The glow suddenly intensified, until all Jordan
saw from beneath Becky’s robe was a vaguely human shape bathed in
yellow light. And then, ever so slowly, the energy faded away. When
it was gone, Becky was whole again, her flesh repaired and
undamaged. To Jordan, she looked as though she’d fallen asleep in
her bathrobe. The image was marred, of course, by the fact that
Becky’s robe was covered in dried and fresh bloodstains.

Thank you.

Jeremiah nodded and stood up. I’ve
altered her memories as well. I’ve erased them to the moment before
her abduction. Before she was glamoured by, according to her
memories, what appeared to be a human. She will not remember what
happened to her after that time. Do you need me to describe this
person to you?

No, I know who the fuck it is. I promise he
and I are going to meet again real soon. And when we do I’m going
to shove my fist up his ass and pull his heart out.

Jeremiah raised his eyebrows. That is an
image I could have done without.

Jordan smiled a lipless, skinless grin—it
was terrifying.

Off in the distance, from the adjoining
hallway, they could hear the sound of many feet rapidly
approaching. Jordan let his senses drift into the darkness until he
felt the source of the noise: kobolds.

Can you teleport her from here?

Jeremiah nodded. Reaching down, he gently
picked Becky up. He turned toward Jordan with the young woman
cradled in his arms.

I can take her safely from here and back
to her apartment. But what about you? I don’t have time to
repair you. He shrugged. Honestly, I am not certain I can
repair you with my power.

Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,
Jordan thought as he looked past Jeremiah and into the dark
hallway. Just take Becky home. And thanks again. I owe you in a
big way.

In the next instance, Jeremiah and Becky
simply weren’t there. There was no twist in reality, no flash of
energy, no puff of smoke. They simply disappeared. But as they did,
Jordan heard Jeremiah’s voice from a distance.

Actually, you do not. You were right when
you used your feelings to reach me; we do have much in common. I am
glad to help save an innocent. While I do not want to take part in
your battles, I will help you protect those on the sidelines. You
can call on me in such circumstances and, if I am able, I will
assist you. As their psychic connection faded, Jordan felt a
great sense of satisfaction radiate from Jeremiah, along with a
feeling of genuine happiness.

Jordan realized he’d overreacted when Lori
had described Jeremiah to him. Maybe the supernatural wasn’t
exactly good, but he wasn’t evil either. They really were a lot
alike, Jordan thought…then he padded into the darkened hallway to
meet the kobolds.

. . . .

“How would you suggest we go about defeating
an angel?” Darien asked.

“With my presence it should not be too
difficult,” Seth responded. “With the exception of Aftiel, I could
defeat most of my brethren in direct combat. Even if this is
Aftiel, it is likely he has only just escaped from his prison to
this world, and the only way he could have survived there would
have been by using his own energies to protect himself from the
destructive forces that lie in the void between realities. While
formidable in power, he would have greatly depleted his personal
resources in order to sustain himself. With our home world broken
and our communal Well of Power destroyed, he will not be able to
replenish his reserves with angelic energy now that he has returned
to this reality.”

“Don’t you naturally regenerate your arcane
energies over time?” Jenna asked.

“Certainly, but it is a slow process. What
makes my people unique is our ability to contain substantial
quantities of our own mystical energies. Since not all of my people
are capable of effectively utilizing their powers to reshape
reality, but all of us generate such energies, eons ago we created
a device for storing excess energies so that the more capable among
us could wield them. We referred to it as the Well of Power, and
the more adroit were allowed to drink from it as often as they
desired. Aftiel was so powerful because he was able to store
incredible amounts of angelic energy and chose to take great
draughts from the Well. But as I said, our world is broken and so
is the Well; none of us can tap into it as a resource for
power.”

“Wouldn’t he be able to use the other
mystical energies around us like any other caster or many
supernaturals?” Darien asked, bemused.

“It is possible, but my race has never been
very efficient at wielding energies foreign to us. It is feasible
but extremely difficult and very dangerous. Our bodies and essences
tend to react very negatively to alien energies. For most of my
kind, partaking in other mystical energies can result in a sort of
allergic reaction, which can prove quite fatal.”

“Oh God!” Jenna suddenly exclaimed, looking
down at her laptop.

“What?” Dugan asked with concern.

“Guys, we’ve been so wrapped up with Seth
that we forgot about Jordan. He’s still not back and it’s been
hours now,” Jenna said with an edge of panic in her voice.

“We need to remain calm,” Darien said,
standing. “I will go up to the roof and send out a scrying spell
for Jordan’s current location. Paul, would you get the address from
Jenna and drive down to this doughnut shop to see if Jordan was
there?”

“Certainly,” Dugan agreed.

“Here, Paul.” Jenna held out her hand. “Give
me your phone and I’ll type the address into your GPS.” Dugan
handed her his phone.

“Seth, would you please stay here with Jenna
and Lori while we look for our friend?” Darien asked.

“Yes. Perhaps I could use one of these
devices to gather more information about your world?” Seth added
politely, pointing at Jenna’s laptop.

“Sure, I can show you how to use it,” Lori
answered.

Jenna handed Dugan’s phone back to him and
picked hers up. “Call Jordan,” she asked it. The phone rang, but
there was no answer. She set it back down on the table, the worry
evident in her eyes.

“We’ll figure this out,” Dugan said, as he
and Darien left the library.

. . . .

In human form, barefoot and wearing dirty
black sweatpants and a stained gray hoodie, Jordan raced through
refuse-filled hallways and rooms attempting to find his way out of
the Underground.

The first group of kobolds he’d encountered
had lasted only seconds before he’d drained their life forces,
completely repairing his body. From their powdered remains, he’d
also managed to salvage some clothing. And while it disgusted him
to wear their filthy clothes, he knew once he got out he would be
able to move around the city without drawing unwanted attention. Of
course, that was assuming he didn’t get himself covered in the
blood of more kobolds as he attempted to escape.

As he rounded another narrow hallway, two
kobolds jumped out at him. One rushed straight toward him with
outstretched claws, while the other directly behind it brandished a
rust-stained butcher knife. Jordan didn’t slow down; instead, he
jumped as high as he could without smashing his skull into the
ceiling, landing with his right foot on the closest kobold’s chest.
The hallway echoed with the crunching sound of broken ribs as
Jordan crushed its sternum. Pushed backwards by Jordan’s momentum,
the dying kobold was impaled by its pack mate’s knife. Both went
down in a tangled heap, and as Jordan ran past them he kicked the
knife wielder upside the head, instantly snapping its neck.

Jordan couldn’t allow himself to be delayed
any longer. He needed to get topside as quickly as possible. He had
no way of knowing what Almagest or Aftiel might do next, now that
they thought he had been destroyed. His worst fear was that they
would decide to eliminate Jenna and his other friends, now that he
was no longer useful to them. He needed to get back and protect
them, to tell them what the nutty angel’s plan was. Hell, it wasn’t
much of a plan; Aftiel apparently just had a hard-on against
humanity and wanted to wipe it out. Not really a James Bond kind of
scenario, but it sure as hell explained all the shit they’d gone
through in the last few days. The only reason they’d been
repeatedly attacked was so Aftiel could test him as a suitable
weapon for killing humans. How fucked up was that? It wasn’t like
he would have helped the angel to begin with, so why bother testing
him?

Jordan came to a junction. In the hallway
before him and to the right, he could hear dozens of feet rapidly
approaching. “Shit!” he muttered. Turning to the left, he ran down
that corridor and found himself once more in the room with all the
beams that supported the sagging ceiling.

Finally! He knew where he was, and he could
find his way out from here. But he needed to deal with these
kobolds first. He didn’t dare use his powers this close to the
surface, though. If he lost control, he could drain the life forces
of people on the streets above. And then Jordan saw one of the
broken beams on the floor. Smiling, he picked it up in one hand—its
weight meant nothing to him—and moved to the middle of the room. He
turned, beam in hand, and stood patiently facing the hallway he’d
just exited, as the kobolds came pouring into the room.

The kobolds knew Jordan was dangerous; as
the pack entered the room, they quickly fanned out. A motley
assortment of growling kobolds carrying knives, clubs, bats and
other simple weapons now faced Jordan.

“You guys really are stupid,” Jordan said to
the group. “None of you means shit to me, but I don’t have time to
deal with this right now, so why don’t you brainless smelly fucks
just come and get me!” He beckoned them toward him with his free
hand.

In unison, the slathering pack howled and
charged. Jordan quickly spun in a circle, smashing through most of
the support beams in the center of the room. He flung his broken
beam past the nearest kobolds. It flew across the room, shattering
two more of the room’s supports. As Jordan, now facing the only
exit, continued to run from the mob, only one beam held the
decaying ceiling up—and just as the kobolds crossed the middle of
the room, it snapped. With a grinding rumble like a great angry
beast, the roof and upper floor collapsed down upon the panicked
kobolds. Jordan managed to throw himself into the adjoining hallway
as the room behind him filled with rubble, crushing the kobolds
beneath it and spraying him with dust and debris.

Jordan stood, brushing himself off. “Serves
you fucks right.” Then he quickly navigated the remaining hallways
until he found the stairs that led out of the Underground.


Chapter
Twenty-Eight

“And that’s how you find things on the
internet,” Lori said triumphantly, showing Seth another Grumpy Cat
video on YouTube.

“This is a fascinating machine,” Seth
remarked, opening a new window and beginning another search.
“Images of cats certainly seem to be popular,” he added as he
scrolled through hundreds of pictures. “If I understand correctly,
this laptop is connected to the internet, which is a system of
computers linked to networks allowing millions of people to share
information across the world?”

“Yep, with the internet you can find almost
anything you want. Here,” Lori pointed at the screen, “open up
another window.” Seth clicked another tab. “Okay, now type in
Wikipedia and search the word internet.” Seth followed her
directions and immediately located an article. “See, easy.” She
paused and cocked her head as Seth opened up several more windows
and began scrolling through multiple articles. “Hey, don’t you have
this information from our memories?”

“I do, but reviewing another’s memories of
how something is done is not quite the same as doing it myself.”
Seth stopped reading and turned toward Lori. “I could discover how
to do this on my own, but I enjoy having you show me. I have not
interacted with other sentient beings for decades, and I have
missed such exchanges.”

“Oh,” Lori nodded, causing the cat ears on
her hoodie to bob. “I get that.”

“Are keyboards and mice the primary methods
for interfacing with the internet?” Seth asked as he clicked on
link after link in rapid succession.

“You mean to use it? Ah, yeah,” Lori
shrugged, “I mean it’s not like we can plug it right into our
brains.”

“Hmmm,” Seth muttered, releasing the mouse
and laying both hands on the keyboard. His eyes glowed a pale white
light and suddenly dozens of windows began opening and closing on
the laptop screen. Pictures and articles were appearing and
disappearing so quickly that Lori couldn’t tell what they were
about.

“Oh, wow,” Lori said with surprise. “Are you
reading all of those?”

“Yes,” Seth answered. The laptop fans
suddenly began to emit a plaintive whine.

“Um, guys, I think you’re frying my laptop.
It’s not designed to handle an angel peripheral.” Jenna leaned past
them and set two water bottles on the table. Seth and Lori noticed
as she put the bottles down that her right thumb was a dull pink
around the nail bed and that there were small dots of blood where
she’d been nervously biting the cuticle. “Here—I thought you might
be thirsty.” Seth immediately closed all the open tabs, and the
fans slowed.

“Thanks,” Lori said, reaching for a
bottle.

“My apologies for straining your computer,”
Seth said as the glow faded from his eyes and he went back to using
the mouse and keyboard.

Jenna shrugged, absently biting on the side
of her thumb as she spoke. “No biggie. I just thought I should say
something before it burst into flames. I have to admit, though, I’m
envious that you can surf the net like that. I need learn how to do
that; it would sure save a lot of time.”

“What is this?” Seth asked, clicking on one
of the few folders on Jenna’s laptop—it was labeled Energy
Transformation. The folder opened, revealing notes on her version
of a transmogrifying spell.

“Oh, that’s just some ideas I jotted down
for a transformation spell I've been toying with,” she explained,
taking a sip of water. “I’m trying to create an instant casting
that will let me reroute energy channeled against me. I’m not
trying to just deflect the energy; I want to transform it as
well—make it mine to use as I want.”

“Hmmm, this is a unique method for reshaping
power,” Seth commented as he scanned the document. “According to
these notes, you have been unable to stabilize the secondary spell
after you redirect it?”

“Yeah, I’m able to channel the opposing
energy just fine, but I can’t maintain the new state I’ve
reconfigured it into. Whatever energy I redirect becomes unstable,
and the casting fails,” Jenna explained.

“Have you considered another method for
maintaining the pattern of the altered energy? Perhaps you could
use a crystal lattice to augment your casting? Surrounding and
binding the energy within such a conduit would assist you in
maintaining cohesion.”

Jenna shook her head. “I'm not good with
inorganics like an alchemist. My sight is strong enough to sense
their energies, but I’m not capable of visualizing their particular
patterns. I've only been able to use plants or plant-based objects
to augment my castings.”

“I do believe if you can generate an
appropriate mystical conduit to channel the energy, your theorems
will work,” Seth explained.

“Yeah, that’s my problem. Since I can't
successfully redirect my spell, the energy just discorporates. Not
only does it fail as a transmogrification casting, the resulting
backwash of energy makes it a shitty deflection spell too.”

“There may be a simpler solution.” Seth
turned from the computer and looked up at Jenna. “May I have your
permission to link my mind to yours so that I might show you a
pattern I believe will help you with this spell?”

Jenna tugged at her braid as she considered
Seth’s suggestion. “Okay, but just for a moment, and I don’t want
you rooting around in my other memories.”

“Of course,” Seth agreed as his eyes glowed
faintly. “Consider this pattern when you reroute the energy of the
opposing spell. But don’t just ‘see’ it—feel and understand its
nature as I do.”

“Oh my,” Jenna exclaimed with delight, her
gaze distant as she processed what Seth was sharing with her. “Wow,
this will make it so much easier. I had no idea I was so
close.”

“You are a clever woman,” Seth agreed,
slipping out of his seat and offering it to Jenna. “You had almost
all of the pieces to the puzzle in place. All you required was one
more to complete it. Here, take a moment to enter the example I
showed you into your theorem model and you will discover that your
spell will now function as desired.”

“Thank you so much,” Jenna said
enthusiastically as she sat down and began typing.

“You are most welcome.” Seth walked toward
one of the open display cases and reached down to examine the
contents within.

Lori quietly got up and went to stand beside
Seth. “Looks like you’ve distracted her for the moment,” she
whispered. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

“She is very worried about your friend, and
this will keep her preoccupied for the time it takes Paul and
Darien to discover his whereabouts.” Seth picked up a green scarab
made of nephrite jade and rotated it with his thumb and forefinger
while continuing to speak quietly to Lori. “It is an honest
diversion. I had already seen her notes when I was using the
computer and her spell is truthfully a masterful design. I felt it
was worth revealing to her the only part she was missing. A
moment’s respite from her worry is not a terrible thing. However,
if your friends do not learn something soon, her mind will return
to darker concerns.” Seth set the scarab back down in the case and
picked up a round silver pendant at the end of a leather thong. He
held it by the cord and watched it rotate from side to side,
revealing numerous astrological symbols on both halves.

“That was nice of you.” Lori looked down at
the contents of the case.

“Small kindnesses are as important as
great,” Seth responded matter-of-factly, placing the pendant back
in its spot.

Still looking at the objects in the case,
Lori spoke again. "Why didn't you say anything about the picture?
You know it means that helping us will probably get you
killed."

Seth reached into the case and picked up a
small, plain-looking grey stone ring. "Interesting," he said
softly.

"Did you hear me?" Lori asked again, turning
from the case to look up at him.

Seth looked down at Lori and smiled, but she
realized that the easy grin did not extend to his eyes. "Yes,
child, I heard your words. Just as clearly as I heard the need of
you and your friends the moment you opened the portal.” Seth laid
his hand gently upon Lori’s head. “Without meaning to, you and your
friends called to me with your desperation when you first touched
my realm. But those cries were not just for yourselves; they were
for others as well. I felt your fear for your world, and because I
heard those fears I had decided to help you before I ever spoke to
you."

"But how could you agree if you know that
you could die?"

Seth shrugged. "A seer's divinations are
never absolute – prophecy is not truly immutable."

"Yeah, I know, but these last visions were
stronger than any I've ever had before.” She looked away from Seth
and idly poked a gold pin shaped like a dragonfly with six wings.
“These were different; they hurt me when they happened. I don’t
think they can be easily changed…even by an angel."

"Perhaps, but the certainty of your vision
changes nothing." Seth sighed deeply as he slipped the stone ring
onto his left index finger. "I have much to atone for, child: my
failure with the Eden colony, the destruction I brought back to my
world.”

"That can't have been all your fault. Not if
it happened like you said. Aftiel and his followers would be way
guiltier than you."

"Can you be so sure, child? You have known
me for only hours."

Lori looked back up at the angel, her eyes
shining violet. "Yeah, I am—the Whispers say so too."

"Whispers? Ah, your collective soul link as
a seer. Well, I am glad that you and they feel that way, but
regardless, I believe it is still my duty to help you. It is the
right thing to do. Since the Eden colony and my people’s civil war,
I have come to understand that a life without purpose has no
meaning—and I believe I have lacked a purpose during the past
centuries. If helping you and your world is to be my end, then at
least it will be an end that has meaning.”

"Even if that end may be in a few hours?"
Lori asked sadly.

“So soon?” Seth asked in surprise.

“I…yeah, I think so. There’s only one more
picture over there,” Lori pointed at the table where Jenna was
working, “and I feel like I will be showing it soon…and after I do
some really bad stuff is going to happen,” she concluded
bleakly.

“A pity. I had hoped I would have more time
to address my sins.”

Lori’s eyes glowed for a moment as she
listened to the Whispers. “You can’t forgive yourself, can you? The
Whispers say that’s why your wings look the way they do, all ash
and fire. I don’t understand—why do they say that?”

“While some angels can fly, we do not
require wings to do so. What you see as wings have nothing to do
with flight. They are actually a physical representation of our
angelic energies, an outward manifestation of our power and how we
see ourselves—a reflection of our feelings and beliefs.”

“So because you blame yourself for
everything that happened, that’s why they burn away and then grow
back again?”

“Where you see blame, child, I see the
acceptance of a terrible truth.”

Lori started to say something, but Darien
suddenly entered the room.

“I don’t know where Jordan’s been, but my
scrying’s revealed that he is just a few blocks from the bookstore
and heading this way. His energy readings are strong, too, so I
believe everything’s fine.”

“Jordan’s return doesn’t mean everything’s
fine,” Dugan said darkly as he entered the library. “I found this
in the computer downstairs when I was leaving.” He held up a small
USB drive. “It explains where Jordan’s probably been and what
Aftiel’s been planning all this time.” Dugan tossed the drive to
Jenna, who deftly caught it. “You should look at it before Jordan
gets back.” Dugan sat down heavily at the table across from Jenna.
“I don’t have the stomach to watch it again.” He looked sadly
toward Lori as she, Darien and Seth crowded around Jenna. “Oh, and
the kid shouldn’t watch it at all.”

. . . .

"You are certain the revenant was
destroyed?" Aftiel casually asked Mr. Almagest, who was humming to
himself while packing his belongings into another blue plastic
crate with folding lids. Several identical closed containers were
already spread throughout the Robinsons' living room.

"Without question—the trap worked perfectly.
Little remained of its corpse after the fire, but I personally
inspected it and I assure you there were no mystical energies
remaining. The final test revealed what I have thought all along:
the revenant was nothing but a failed tool of the Mondragoran."

"I see,” Aftiel said. “That being the case,
perhaps you can explain the images the drones have just relayed?"
The alchemist sensed something amiss in the soft cadence of the
angel's voice, a nuance that troubled him. Mr. Almagest set the
blood-encrusted surgical tools he’d been holding back down on the
table and walked over to Aftiel, who stood before his floating
monitors.

As he came to stand beside the angel, the
alchemist was shocked to see the same image portrayed across all
the monitors: the revenant, fully healed, completely functional,
entering the bookstore. "I...I," Mr. Almagest stammered, losing his
composure before Aftiel for the first time since they had met. “I
was not attempting to deceive you! Everything happened exactly as I
said!"

Aftiel shook his head slightly. "I know
this, which is why I have not destroyed you, but I am deeply
disappointed with your recent performance. It has become clear that
you are not up to the task at hand, the testing of…how did you put
it? Ah, yes, the failed tool.” The angel frowned slightly,
and a terrifying chill blossomed in the darkness of what remained
of the alchemist’s twisted soul. “According to you, the revenant
exhausted his energies attempting to maintain his corporeal form.
And without the arcane power to maintain the integrity of his
corpse, the vessel for his power, he was destroyed. After the
destruction of his vessel, you then performed a detailed analysis
after which you stated to me that there was absolutely no sign of
mystical energy remaining. You said that your evaluation was a
complete success, that you had proved the revenant was not a
useful weapon.” Aftiel gestured toward the monitors. “It is clear,
as I witness the revenant returning to his friends, that your test
did not go quite as planned. The data you gathered was flawed and
your final observation inaccurate." Aftiel jabbed a finger in the
air toward the frozen images. “No, you did not lie, but you did
fail me…utterly. You have revealed an intolerable degree of
incompetence." Aftiel calmly turned and looked at the alchemist
with crackling white energy dancing from his eyes. “Your failures
must be addressed."

The alchemist felt the angel's power
violently embrace him. Once more his tattooed sigils were rendered
inert as he was plucked from the floor to dangle in the air with
his arms pressed tightly to his sides. Eye to eye with Aftiel, he
could feel the angel’s power forcing its way into him, through the
very pores of his skin. A great pressure began to build within Mr.
Almagest. It felt as though his body was distending, ballooning
outward, although there was no visible change.

While in agony, Mr. Almagest knew there was
no point in begging for mercy or making excuses. The angel knew his
thoughts. The only thing that could possibly save him was the
truth.

“I understand that I have failed you,” the
alchemist gritted painfully through his teeth, “but we can still
proceed with the next step of your evaluation.” Mr. Almagest
strained to open his pain-clenched jaw as the pressure increased
behind his eyes and his vision began to blur. A distant ringing had
begun to fill his ears. “You had already decided that if the
revenant survived you would test your power against him. I…I can
still help you with that phase. When you gauge the revenant’s
power, I…,” Mr. Almagest whimpered, “…can assist…in, in keeping his
friends from interfering.” The pressure in his body had become
unbearable, and the alchemist’s voice was nothing but a hoarse
whisper. “I…I can limit…distractions….” Mr. Almagest barely
completed the sentence. His vision had been reduced to a narrow
tunnel surrounded by darkness. Aftiel was nothing but an indistinct
shape at the end of that passageway, and the ringing in his ears
had grown to a great piercing drone boring deeply into the center
of his pain-wracked brain.

Suddenly the alchemist was dropped to the
floor as Aftiel released him. He collapsed in a heap like a broken
doll, blood leaking from his nose, the corners of his eyes and his
ears.

“True,” Aftiel said dismissively. “I erred
in my earlier assumption of your capabilities. From this point
forward I will take a more direct hand.” With a casual thought,
Aftiel cast his glamour and was instantly dressed in jeans, a black
t-shirt and leather work boots. He smoothly glided past the
alchemist’s crumpled form and toward the door leading to the
garage. He continued speaking as he passed Mr. Almagest’s shaking
form. “You will drive me to this bookstore where the revenant and
his friends are currently residing and I shall test him myself. You
will deal with his associates in whatever manner removes them from
the evaluation. Is this clear?”

Mr. Almagest staggered to his feet, tugging
fitfully on his shirt sleeves and the edge of his vest to
straighten them. “Yes, my lord, I understand perfectly,” he
whispered, wiping the blood from beneath his nose with the palm of
one hand.

Aftiel stopped and turned toward the
alchemist. The anger was gone from his face; in its place was a
profound look of disappointment. “Good. Prove to me that you can
manage this simple request. Show that you are worthy of my
love.”

. . . .

Not fully understanding why, Mr. Almagest
silently wept as he drove Aftiel to Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books;
behind them, the Robinsons’ home quickly burned to the ground.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine

Jordan flung open the door to the library as
the others finished watching the video on Jenna’s laptop—all but
Lori and Dugan, who sat quietly further down the table.

“Jordan!” Jenna exclaimed, jumping from her
seat and rushing over to hug him. “I was so worried ….” She stopped
inches from him, arms outstretched, her nose wrinkled in disgust.
“God, what’s that smell?”

Jordan glanced down at his
colorfully-stained hoodie, sweat pants and filthy bare feet.
“Sorry, honey, that’s Eau de Kobold.” He grimaced. “There was an
incident with a lot of fire, and I had to borrow some of their
clothes afterwards.”

“Fuck it, I don’t care.” She grabbed him
fiercely. Jordan wrapped his arms around her trembling body. “We
just saw the video,” she whispered into his neck. “We know what the
angel and the alchemist are doing, their bullshit tests, how Aftiel
wants to use you to kill people. And that poor woman....” Jenna
pulled back from Jordan but still held his hands. “Were you able to
save her?”

“Yeah, but it was close. I underestimated
that fucker Almagest. He trapped me in a room down in the
Underground and then set me on fire. He pretty much destroyed my
body.” Jordan looked forlornly at Jenna. “On the bright side, I
guess you won’t have to worry about stitching up my duster
anymore.”

“We’ll get you a new one, I promise,” Jenna
responded, squeezing his hand.

Darien approached them. “Apparently, Mr.
Almagest did not realize that it takes more than mere fire to
destroy a creation of the Mondragoran.”

Jordan huffed, “Yeah, but maybe not much
more. I had to conceal my essence so deep inside my Kentucky-fried
corpse that I wasn’t sure I was going to make it out again. Luckily
Almagest couldn’t sense anything, so he believed he’d succeeded in
destroying me.”

“Clearly you found the resources to
regenerate.” Darien pointed at Jordan’s clothes. “Kobolds, I
assume?”

Jordan nodded. “Yep, turns out they’re the
other other white meat.”

“What happened to the alchemist?” Dugan
asked darkly from across the table.

Jordan shook his head in disgust. “I had to
let him go. I wasn’t sure if it was safe to try to drain him when
he was inspecting my body. Not after he’d proved he was capable of
hurting me. I figured it was safer to play dead until he went away.
And once he’d decided that I was destroyed, he didn’t waste any
time returning to his angel boss. Besides, I needed to recover
quickly so I could help Becky.”

“And how is she?” Jenna asked hesitantly.
“We saw what he did to her in the video…” She let her voice trail
off.

“It got worse,” Jordan answered, his jaw
clenching in anger. “The sick fuck skinned most of her upper
body.”

Jenna covered her mouth. “Oh no!”

“I wasn’t able to fix her, but I did manage
to make a mental contact with Jeremiah and he teleported to us,
healed Becky and got her out of the Underground. Once she was safe,
I hauled ass back here to make sure you guys were okay.” Jordan
smiled uncertainly. “So, I guess nothing bad happened while I was
gone?” Looking past Darien and toward Lori and Dugan, Jordan
noticed Seth for the first time. The angel quietly returned his
gaze. Jordan frowned slightly and pointed a finger at Seth. “Um,
who’s this?”

“That’s Seth, he’s a good angel,” Lori piped
up. “He sealed Aftiel away from this world once before. He’s going
to help us stop him.”

Jordan widened his eyes. “And how did we get
our own angel since I’ve been gone?”

“Paul was able to activate the Eye of the
Soul,” Darien explained matter-of-factly. “He asked it to give us
something to stop an angel, and the Eye opened a portal to Seth’s
realm.”

“He’s leaving out the part where the bloody
thing punched a hole in my chest, stuck a steel rod into my heart
and drained my blood and life force as payment for connecting our
world to the angel’s,” Dugan grumbled, fingering the tear in the
middle of his sweater.

“Seth was one of the leaders of the angel
colony that was on this world thousands of years ago. Aftiel was a
member of that colony too,” Lori added.

Seth stood up and bowed slightly toward
Jordan. “A pleasure making your acquaintance; your friends have
told me great things about you.”

“Uh, cool…not to be a dick or anything but
you should know I’m going to kill your friend Aftiel and his pet
alchemist—badly, if possible. So I need to know, are you in this
for the long haul?”

“Your seer can attest,” Seth looked toward
Lori, “that I am fully committed to helping you.”

Lori nodded. “Trust me, Jordan,” she said
softly, “he’s willing to die to stop Aftiel.”

Seth continued, his eyes emitting a
momentary phosphorous glow. “And I assure you, Aftiel is no longer
a friend of mine. If I had any hope that he had learned the error
of his ways since he was imprisoned, this video,” Seth motioned
toward the laptop, “has reminded me what an abomination he had
become. I will do everything in my power to help you defeat, and,
if possible, destroy him.”

Jordan nodded. “If Lori vouches for you,
that’s enough; thanks and welcome aboard the crazy train.”

“You’re welcome,” Seth responded, the glow
fading from his eyes as he sat back down.

Jordan turned back to Jenna. “Look, if we
don’t have any immediate plans, do you mind if I take a quick
shower? I don’t think I’m prepared to face Aftiel dressed or
smelling like this.”

“I’ll support you on that one,” Jenna
agreed, releasing Jordan’s hands.

Dugan chuckled, “I think we can spare the
time for you to clean up, my boy.”

“Sort of,” Lori added somberly, reaching
toward the last picture on the table and flipping it over. “After
Jordan showers, you guys need change into whatever these are.” Lori
tapped a finger at her last picture. It portrayed images of Jordan,
Jenna , Darien and Dugan standing beside one another wearing the
same outfits: black pants and short coats with long
sleeves—Darien’s combat armor. Figures clearly representing Seth
and Lori were in the picture as well. They were dressed exactly as
the young seer and angel. “We won’t have long after that before bad
things start happening.”

“Is there any point in delaying?” Darien
asked. “If we wait to change will it give us more time?”

Lori looked at him seriously, tears welling
in her violet eyes. “No, delaying won’t help…but if you aren’t
wearing those clothes by sunset you’re all going to be dead by
tomorrow.”

“When’s sunset?” Darien asked.

Jenna pulled out her phone and swiped at it
few times. “Around five. We have a few hours before the ‘bad
things’ start happening.”

“Shit,” Jordan muttered and quickly turned
around and left the library.

. . . .

Mr. Almagest had fully regained his
composure by the time he and Aftiel had driven to the exclusive
storage yard where the alchemist kept his most treasured, and
incidentally deadliest, creations.

Safe and Secure Storage had been established
in Seattle for decades, but the unique business was known only to a
select clientele. S & S was a facility designed especially for
those individuals who did not wish to discuss what they stored but
wanted to be assured that their belongings were completely secure
at all times.

The establishment’s monthly charges were
exorbitant, many times beyond what any other storage company would
charge, and always in cash with a minimum of a year in advance—Mr.
Almagest had paid for ten. However, while the fee was steep, the
clientele received exactly what they desired: security, privacy and
absolutely no questions asked…ever.

To guarantee their patrons’ privacy, S &
S did not make use of any form of visual surveillance, nor would
they contact the police under any circumstances. Instead, they
relied upon other methods to protect their clients’ goods.

The entire complex was surrounded by an
eighteen-foot heavy-duty chain link fence topped with coiled razor
wire. The only entrance was a gate about eight feet wide that had
to be manually opened from the other side. Past the gate was an
open area several yards across, patrolled by six large security
guards dressed in nicely-pressed black uniforms and armed with very
obvious automatic weapons.

Each guard carried a device similar in
appearance to those used by diabetics to monitor glucose levels;
the S & S tools, however, were designed to cross-match a
client’s DNA with the sequence coded into a black keycard given to
them. S & S clients were expected to stop their vehicles
outside the fence, approach the gate, place their arm through a
narrow slot in the gate and allow a guard to take a small blood
sample with the device. The guard then swiped the keycard across
the device’s scanner, allowing for verification of the client’s DNA
with the keycard sample. All this occurred while one or more guards
stood at a distance, clearly prepared to do something very
unpleasant to anyone who did not pass the check.

Once the guards had verification, they
returned the keycard and allowed the client to pass through the
first gate. From that point, the client was allowed to drive the
few dozen feet required to bring them to the next barrier: a
twenty-foot high galvanized steel fence that also ran the perimeter
of the complex. The second wall effectively blocked prying eyes
from seeing into the storage yard. Supported by heavy steel posts
set in cement pilings deep in the ground, it was more formidable
than it looked, since it was reinforced from behind by a wall of
molded concrete.

Mr. Almagest had now pulled the van up to
the second gate, which sat directly across from the first entrance.
While two guards watched from either side of the van, hands on
holstered, unclipped weapons, the alchemist reached his arm through
the driver’s side window and slid his keycard into a reader mounted
on a pole. Two wide steel doors slowly opened inward, allowing the
van into the storage yard proper. Once the van passed the doors,
they silently closed, sealing Mr. Almagest and Aftiel within.

The facility itself was dimly lit by
streetlights placed every forty feet or so along the roadways
running throughout the yard. The lights glowed a fitful yellow,
bathing everything in a jaundiced hue. Gravel roads, just wide
enough to allow a vehicle to turn around, separated a labyrinth
created by hundreds of worn-looking twenty- and forty-foot-long
storage containers, averaging eight feet high and wide.

S & S Storage suited Mr. Almagest
perfectly. The units allowed easy ground level access and were
watertight, strong and secure. Anyone driving through the yard saw
only row after row of old rusty containers in a variety of dull
colors, like a sickly rainbow, but appearances could be deceiving.
Mr. Almagest had no doubt that, much like his storage unit, many
other containers on the site had been significantly modified to
suit a variety of purposes.

As he and Aftiel drove past various units,
the alchemist’s finely-attuned senses noted many interesting energy
signatures among the storage containers—but for once, he did not
attempt to pry. At this place he chose to acknowledge others’
privacy, and expected them to do the same.

Mr. Almagest stopped the van directly before
the double doors of a pale blue forty-foot-long container. He
turned the engine off and turned toward Aftiel, who had not said a
word since he’d agreed with the alchemist’s suggestion that they
retrieve his weapons.

“It will take a few minutes for me to
activate them. Do you wish to join me or wait here?” the alchemist
asked carefully, not wishing to agitate the angel again.

“You needn’t concern yourself with my mood,”
Aftiel answered the unvoiced worry. “I will make it known to you if
I am dissatisfied.” Remembering the angel’s earlier discipline, Mr.
Almagest chose not to respond.

“Go awaken your constructs. I am observing
the bookstore through the eyes of the drones to ensure our quarry
does not escape.” The angel stared past the windshield at something
only he could see.

Mr. Almagest nodded. “I will be as quick as
possible,” he said, climbing out of the van. Aftiel made no
response as the door closed, and sat alone in the van in
darkness.

The end of the cargo container had two large
doors, but both were locked with heavy padlocks. Mr. Almagest
continued around one side of the container, where a
steel-reinforced door allowed entry into the storage unit. This
door had a keypad lock; the alchemist quickly punched in the code
and entered. A single long fluorescent bulb illuminated the
interior, which appeared to be almost completely filled from top to
bottom with large shipping boxes. The only empty space was a narrow
four-by-eight area where the door opened. If anyone chose to
examine the contents of the first row of boxes, they would simply
find surgical tools and appliances—nothing of great importance or
value. However, should they pry deeper into the storage unit’s
contents, it would become clear that the boxes were just a façade,
the giveaway being a steel wall that separated the structure. Of
course, anyone who had forced themselves that far into the storage
unit would have activated the alchemist’s defensive wards and would
be quite dead.

Mr. Almagest moved to the far left side of
the wall of boxes and laid his hand against the side of a box
labeled “Prosthetic Hip Implants.” A moment later, a section of
boxes the height and diameter of a door slid back and to the right,
allowing the alchemist access to the rest of the storage unit. He
moved into the next portion, which was hidden in inky darkness,
patiently waiting as the door slid back into place and sealed him
safely within the womb of his sanctuary.

Instantly, rows of florescent lights from
above brightly lit the entire space—a cross between a mobile
surgery and an alchemical laboratory. Tables with metal tops with
white cabinets and drawers beneath them were attached to the walls
on either side of the unit and ran almost the full length of the
trailer. The surfaces of the tables were covered with various
scientific and mystical tools, ranging from modern devices such as
microscopes, centrifuges, CO2 incubators, biological safety
cabinets and chemistry equipment to crucibles, long-necked retorts,
spell books, assorted crystals and countless bottles and beakers
filled with potions and spell components.

In the center of the room sat a
fully-adjustable electric surgical table with black pads; Mr.
Almagest had been greatly pleased with this purchase a few years
ago. The refurbished table had a weight capacity of 750 pounds, a
wired hand control that allowed multiple positional adjustments,
and rotatable arm and leg sections and was suitable for surgical
procedures of the head, thorax, abdomen and extremities. He found
it to be ideally suited for continued work on his more long-term
projects. Mounted above the surgical table were dual 360-degree
rotatable LED medical lights for the times the trailer lighting was
not adequate. The alchemist sighed softly as he looked about. This
laboratory was the closest thing he had to a home, and being within
it brought him peace.

As Mr. Almagest moved forward, various
sigils painted on the floors, ceiling and walls flared to light,
enveloping the alchemist in powerful protective wards. Instantly,
he felt the enchantments clear his mind, freeing him from Aftiel’s
unwanted mental influence. He had known for days that the angel was
manipulating his emotions—either consciously or unconsciously, it
made little difference which—but he’d had to deeply repress this
understanding lest Aftiel feel the alchemist was not a faithful
follower.

Mr. Almagest had spent lifetimes planning
contingencies in case of capture or control. One such plan was
that, should he ever be charmed, he would find his way back to this
particular haven. Thanks to a compulsion he had mystically
implanted deeply within his psyche—so deeply that he did not know
it was there—he would, on an subconscious level, eventually feel a
need to return to this place and its cleansing enchantments. Once
activated, the enchantments would remind him of the mystical
implant and allow him to think clearly. His reason for returning to
the storage unit was legitimate, as he did wish to retrieve his
weapons—the situation with the revenant had become very
personal—but returning to his sanctuary also gave the alchemist the
opportunity to free himself from Aftiel’s manipulations and allow
him to decide how he wished to proceed according to his own will.
The angel believed his age and power made him the better player in
this game; he, as many others before him, had vastly underestimated
Mr. Almagest’s abilities.

With a smile, the alchemist unbuttoned his
shirt sleeves and rolled them to his elbows, approaching the back
of the trailer and the three figures seated in reinforced metal
chairs. The alchemist stood quietly before some of his greatest
creations, his personal automatons, golems created from living and
inanimate matter. The creatures had been forged by the alchemist’s
artful synthesis of science, magic and alchemy. They were
single-minded engines of destruction that felt no pain or fear and
were incapable of personal wants or desires. He had fondly dubbed
them his Berserkers.

They sat naked with their hands, or related
appendages, resting on their legs as they faced the alchemist with
their backs against the trailer wall. There were two male and one
female, although their sexuality was moot, as their secondary
sexual characteristics had atrophied. The oldest was over a hundred
years old and the newest mere decades. Each was unique and
represented the alchemist’s ongoing venture into forging weaponized
automatons with very specific skill sets.

Mr. Almagest had never bothered to give any
of his creations names, but instead had burned or carved numerical
designations into the middle of each of their chests. The scarred
sequence for this particular batch was 22, 34 and 56.

Twenty-two, one of the earliest models, had
been designed for brute strength—to pummel, crush, and slice its
prey. The alchemist had killed a robust human male and brought him
back as a controllable form of revenant; the revenant process had
been applied to all of his weaponized constructs. Next he’d
strengthened the creature’s muscle structure with various
inorganics. Most of the internal organs had been removed to allow
room for a system of alchemical hydraulics and clockworks that
augmented the strength of the arms and legs. Rods and gears, linked
to the power system in the chest, had been fused with the bones
that ran the length of its appendages. Ensorcelled black chain mail
had been grafted to the construct’s arms, legs and torso, revealing
only a small portion of the puckered grey flesh. The right hand had
been replaced with a foot-long scythe, and the left with a spiked
mace. Both weapons were secured with bolts that ran through the
wrists and external steel bands that extended the length of the
forearms. The head had been coated in reflective silver to distract
22’s opponents during combat, and the eyes had been replaced with
enchanted azure crystals that allowed it to identify heat
signatures as well as to amplify limited lighting. Mr. Almagest had
already field-tested 22 multiple times, and while it had suffered
superficial dents and cuts, it had always been successful in
destroying its targets and returning to the alchemist relatively
unharmed.

“Twenty-two, awaken,” the alchemist ordered.
In a smooth fluid motion, belying its bulk, 22 rose to stand before
him. Mr. Almagest nodded and moved to 34.

Thirty-four had been the female, and still
retained the smooth lines and curves of that body when it was
alive. Mr. Almagest had gone another route with this construct.
He’d fused the essences of a magma demon and magical salamander
he’d summoned from their respective realms. Both creatures had been
sentient and resistant to the alchemist’s experiment, but neither
had been powerful enough to stop Mr. Almagest once he’d bound them
in his circles of power. The result of his synthesis was a sleek
ebony-eyed creature covered in fine yellow and orange scales, with
delicate red claws on its hands and feet. Thirty-four’s strength
lay in its speed and elemental powers. It moved many times faster
than the average human, breathed fire and could burn and ignite
almost any material with a touch of its hands.

“Thirty-Four, awaken,” he ordered, and
instantly she stood before him. Mr. Almagest moved to the last
construct, 56.

Fifty-six was relatively new, in that the
alchemist had created it only decades before. The base human form
had been merged with the genetic material from multiple venomous
magical creatures: a basilisk, an amphisbaena, a naga, and a joint
snake. The result was a creature with leathery brown skin that spat
corrosive poison several feet, a gaze from slitted emerald eyes
that caused nausea and loss of equilibrium, and an agonizing bite
that released a necrotizing venom, causing the flesh to rot away at
an exponential rate until the degeneration led to system shock or
organ failure. Death generally occurred in less than thirty
seconds. However, the unique twist in the genetic cocktail that
made 56 had been the least deadly of the four magical creatures:
the joint snake. The joint snake was only as deadly as a viper or
krait, but its distinctive magical ability allowed for an almost
unstoppable creation: the joint snake had the capacity to
reassemble itself. This meant that if 56 lost any part of its
anatomy—an arm or leg, even its head—those pieces would be drawn to
one another and merge seamlessly together again. This talent
rendered 56 virtually indestructible.

“Fifty-Six, awaken,” Mr. Almagest ordered,
and 56 slowly stood up as a long, red serpentine tongue slipped
from between its thick lips to taste the air before it.

The alchemist reached into his vest pocket
and removed pictures of the revenant’s friends that he had printed
from the drone surveillance data. He held them up to the three
constructs, and they immediately oriented on them.

“These are your targets,” he said, pointing
at the pictures. “These and these alone are your first priority—you
are to kill them before anything else. You may only deviate from
this directive if another creature interferes with this first
priority or to assist one another in killing a designated target.
Acknowledge.” The three creatures remained silent but nodded. “We
will leave this lab momentarily and you will follow me to a white
van outside. You will enter this vehicle and sit where I direct
you. You will remain quietly seated until we arrive at the site
where your targets currently reside and I release you to pursue
your first priority. Acknowledge.” All three nodded in unison.
“Good. Now wait here until I direct otherwise. I need to implant
some instructions in myself before we leave—something to surprise
Lord Aftiel at a later date.” Had Aftiel been able to hear
the disrespectful manner in which Mr. Almagest had drawled out the
word “Lord,” he would have been most displeased.

. . . .

Fully clothed in Darien’s body armor, Jordan
had just joined everyone in the library as the sun was beginning to
set.

“But I want to stay,” Lori was begging
Darien and the others as Jordan entered.

“Absolutely not!” Darien said firmly. “You
can’t do any more, and allowing you to stay puts you in
danger.”

“But I’ve helped you!” the young seer said
plaintively, her voice quavering.

Jordan watched as Jenna bent down on one
knee and took one of Lori’s hands. “Yes, you have and we know that.
We would never have known we were dealing with Aftiel without
you—or contacted Jeremiah and Caliban. We wouldn’t have found the
Eye so we could find Seth. I don’t think I can put into words how
much your gift and willingness to aid us has helped.” Jenna leaned
forward and hugged Lori. “But you have to understand that all of us
have fought supernaturals and you haven’t. If we let you stay, you
could be hurt or killed. All of us would rather die than let you be
hurt, so by not leaving you’re actually endangering us.”

eHer

Lori was crying into Jenna’s shoulder. “I
know, I understand, but I’m afraid I won’t see you again.” She
pulled back and looked into Jenna’s face with tears running down
her cheeks. “What if I have another vision that could help you? I
won’t be here to tell you!”

“If you have another vision,” Darien said
softly, laying his hand on Lori’s shoulder, “then you call or text
us. But for your own safety and ours you can’t stay..” Lori wiped
the tears from her eyes and looked up at Darien as she tried to put
on a brave face. “Okay, for you guys I’ll go, but you’d better not
get yourselves killed.” She flung her arms around Darien’s waist
and hugged him. At a loss for words, Darien just stood still and
hugged her back.

“Don’t worry, kiddo,” Jordan said with a
smile, approaching the table. “We’ll kick angel and alchemist ass
tonight and then see you for breakfast tomorrow. You have my
word.”

Lori turned and pointed a finger at Jordan,
her eyes radiating a faint violet. “We hold you to that,” she said,
in a tone that carried the weight of others from times past.

“Now that’s just freaky,” Jordan responded,
but the smile never left his face or eyes as he looked at Lori. “I
promise to protect my friends and you too. Like I said, I give you
my word.” The glow faded from Lori’s eyes.

“I believe you,” she responded, in a voice
entirely her own.

“Okay, Jenna and I will see the young lass
out,” Dugan said, “and perhaps you, Darien and Seth can discuss how
we’re going to defeat Aftiel?”

“We already have the first tool to do that,”
Seth said matter-of-factly. They all looked at him in shock.

“We do?” Jenna blurted out in surprise.

Seth held up the small stone ring he’d found
in the display case earlier that afternoon. “When we first bound
Aftiel’s power and sealed him and his followers into the void, we
used these signets to temporarily weaken his power. They came to be
known as the Seals of Solomon, and this is one of them.”

“Holy shit,” Jordan muttered.

“I know that ring, and we only have one
those here. Is one enough?” Darien asked hesitantly.

“Long ago, it took nineteen of these
talismans to weaken my brother, but that was when he was at the
height of his strength. After being sealed in the void, he would
have exhausted much of his power—and now that he can no longer
access our home world, I believe this artifact,” Seth rolled the
gray ring between his thumb and forefinger, “combined with my
abilities may be enough to weaken Aftiel so we can bind him once
more.”

“Finally I feel like we have an advantage.”
Dugan nodded happily, as an explosion from the ground floor shook
the building and every magical and non-magical defense the store
had went off at once.


Chapter
Thirty

Aftiel stood in the alley behind Dugan’s
Finest in Rare Books, studying the enchantments that enveloped the
building. The angel was impressed with the intricate yet efficient
design of the system. Through well-balanced alchemy and sorcery,
the building was defended by a combination of interwoven spells,
wards and enchantments that were capable of accessing significant
quantities of mystical power to maintain their integrity. The
energies embedded within the stones and foundations of the building
permitted the semi-sentient amalgamation of castings to evolve in
their protection of the structure, while also allowing the creators
to access the same power. The layered system was designed to
counter multiple mystical attacks—and if Aftiel had been a lesser
being he would have been genuinely troubled about breaching the
defenses. As it was, the angel knew he did not have the reserves to
waste breaking the enchantments that denied Mr. Almagest and his
constructs entry into the building and also to disperse the excess
energies leached into the structure. This meant that the defenders
would still have access to the remaining energy once the battle was
joined. The angel smiled; this would undeniably be an opportunity
for Mr. Almagest to show his worth.

It pleased Aftiel that he might have to
exert himself in the upcoming encounter, although he had no doubt
of the inevitable outcome. The angel hadn’t had the opportunity to
revel in his powers since returning to Eden, so he relished the
prospect of the imminent conflict. It had been too long since he’d
tasted the chaos of battle.

Aftiel merged his awareness with the
remaining drones as they hovered around the bookstore, instantly
locating all points of access into the building, as he made mental
contact with the alchemist. Are you ready?

Yes, I’ve set wards that generate feelings
of fear and unease around the nearby streets and alleyways to keep
humans and supernaturals away. Twenty-Two is ready to enter through
the front of the building and I will follow behind. Thirty-four
will breach the second floor through the windows, and 56 will jump
from the adjoining building and enter from the rooftop. The
building’s defenses are formidable, however…I feel it necessary to
state that if the wards are not broken when my Berserkers attack,
they will suffer serious damage that will reduce their
effectiveness in combat.

Do you doubt the capabilities of your
weapons so soon? Aftiel asked, conveying a derisive mental
tone.

No, my lord, but my constructs were not
designed to be used as cannon fodder against mystical palisades. I
do not doubt their effectiveness once they are within the building
and able to engage their targets.

A reasonable argument, Aftiel
conceded with a hint of sarcasm. Have no fear, I shall sunder
the enchantments momentarily, allowing your Berserkers safe entry;
after that, we shall see if they are as formidable as you
claim.

They will meet your expectations, and I
shall join them directly in the fight against the revenant’s
friends. Aftiel discerned a barely-perceptible tinge of
aggression buried beneath the alchemist’s response, and upon deeper
inspection was surprised to discover that it was directed toward
him. It astounded the angel to sense this from the alchemist,
especially since he had been so compliant since their initial
encounter. It was possible, given his strength, that the alchemist
had become resistant to the subliminal glamour Aftiel had placed
upon him when they first met.

Perhaps the alchemist had outlived his
usefulness, the angel mused. After the revenant’s friends were
eliminated and the Mondragoran construct was under his control, it
might be time to reassess Mr. Almagest’s continued existence. I
will break the defenses now. When they are down, begin your
attack—and remember, the revenant is mine and mine alone. Neither
you nor your Berserkers are to attempt to engage him.

Mr. Almagest did not respond, and Aftiel had
no intention of waiting. If the alchemist or any of his constructs
disobeyed his directive, he would simply destroy them.

Dressed in his illusion of jeans and a black
T-shirt, blond hair hanging against his shoulders, Aftiel raised
his hands high in the air, fingers splayed out and palms facing
toward Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books. The angel dipped into his
precious resources, drawing heavily on his dwindling angelic
energies. Thin cords of golden liquid energy slid from his fingers
and snaked toward the building. As they approached they divided,
again and again, ten, twenty, forty, eighty strands and so on,
until literally thousands of golden strands were woven around the
bookstore from all sides and from above. None of the filaments
actually touched the building; instead they hovered just inches
away, poised to strike the structure like golden serpents of
destruction.

Aftiel licked his lips with anticipation,
his eyes flared phosphorous white, and he released his power
against the building and its protections, stabbing into the
defensive wards from a thousand different directions
simultaneously.

The wards screamed on a psychic level as
they were assaulted from myriad fronts. The system tried to adapt
to the attack, channeling power to shore up the breaches. It
attempted to generate new mystic shields to prevent further
intrusion while repairing the tears in its weave, but too many
violations had occurred at once, and the strength and violence was
on a level never projected by the design. The system tried to
compensate, to reconfigure the spells around each breach, and for a
millisecond it succeeded, but it had been created to protect from
dozens of attacks, not thousands. Hundreds of tendrils had already
forced their way into the meat of the building’s defenses and now
they expanded and propagated exponentially, literally shredding the
complex spell structure from within. The wards were unable to cope,
and in less than a second the entire defensive system winked out
like a snuffed candle.

Aftiel sprang from the alley up to the back
door. He dug his hands into the bricks surrounding the door, golden
energies still dripping from his fingers as he exerted his will
over reality. He warped the existence around the bricks and mortar,
transforming them into something else, until his hands sunk deeply
into the altered substance and ripped it away in an explosion of
dripping meat and sinew. Aftiel tossed something that was no longer
a door and bricks into the alley; it splattered onto the ground
where it mewled momentarily before mercifully expiring. The angel
paid it no mind as he entered Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books in
search of his prey.

. . . .

“Our defenses are down!” Darien yelled,
grabbing the specialized belt for his spell components and the
forearm braces containing his throwing daggers from a nearby table,
“and we have multiple incursions from above and below. Jenna, take
the roof. Everyone else follow me downstairs. Paul, seal Lori in
the library!” Darien clipped the belt around his waist and wrapped
the braces, each with six knives, around his forearms with the
Velcro attachments. He dashed out of the library and into the short
hallway separating the room from the apartment, with Jenna, Jordan
and Seth following close behind. Meanwhile, Dugan ran over to Lori,
whose eyes were wide with barely-controlled fear.

“Girl, this is the safest place for now. The
door here and the one in the hallway leading to the apartment can
be sealed electronically and are voice activated,” Dugan explained,
grabbing a tactical shotgun with a 12-drum magazine containing
ensorcelled ammunition. “I’ll lock everything down on the way out,
but you can still open the doors from the inside.” He scooped up
several magazines he’d been loading at the table for his Colt and
slipped them into the side pockets of his jacket as he reached the
door, then stopped and turned toward Lori. “I don’t know how long
you should stay in here; you’ll have to decide that, but we’ll do
everything we can to keep you safe.”

Lori shook her head vehemently. “No, no you
shouldn’t. I don’t matter, none of us matter. Whatever happens, you
guys have to stop Aftiel; you have to, or he will do horrible
things to this city. Please, stop him before you do anything else.”
Dugan started to argue, but he saw the truth reflected in Lori’s
eyes; with a curt nod, he ran out of the library, turning to seal
the door behind him as the sounds of fighting erupted from above
and below.

. . . .

Jenna separated from the others, running up
the metal spiral staircase in the living room that led to the
rooftop, as Darien, Jordan and Seth continued downstairs.

As she exited the stairwell and entered the
gardens, Jenna felt it: a presence incapable of empathy or
compassion, an alien essence devoid of anything even remotely
human.

Jenna moved calmly toward the greenhouse,
alert but not afraid; whatever awaited her, she would deal with
it…she would destroy it. And then she saw the creature, resting on
its haunches beside the remains of what had once been the
greenhouse containing her herb gardens: a beast of wattled brown
flesh exuding an odor of screaming death. A biped, mostly human in
form, glared at her with emerald eyes as it crouched among the
remains of the plants she had protected from the harsher aspects of
Seattle’s weather.

Jenna felt an overwhelming nausea rise up
from the pit of her stomach as she locked eyes with the creature.
Her world began to tilt beneath the beast’s malevolent gaze. It
smiled a shark-toothed grin, a slick crimson tongue darting between
its lips. Jenna suddenly found herself stumbling toward it, then
collapsed on one knee, a hand against the ground to stop herself
from falling over completely. As the bile rose in her throat she
understood—the thing was manipulating her senses, making her lose
her equilibrium. As Jenna attempted to regain her balance, the
creature stood and began moving toward her, almost leisurely, as
though it had all the time in the world. As it approached, she
noticed that the naked creature had what appeared to be scars that
burned the number 56 into its leathery chest.

Fuck you, this is my home! These are the
things I love!

Jenna extended her awareness toward the
vegetation around her, appealing to the living things she had
tended with her own hands. They represented her connection to the
earth, the things she had cared for and had raised with nothing but
the sweat of her brow and the belief that they deserved a chance to
exist—that they deserved her love and protection. She asked for
their support and they responded.

The plants into which she’d poured her
energies reciprocated—tenfold—releasing into the young sorceress a
wave of power that washed away 56’s clumsy influence upon her mind.
Wiping bile from the side of her mouth with the back of her hand,
Jenna stood and smiled back at 56 with a humorless grin. “You think
you have a chance against me…you’re mistaken.”

. . . .

As Darien, Seth and Jordan ran through the
long isle of bookshelves alongside the windows of the second floor,
Jordan noticed a yellow and orange creature clinging outside, a
smoldering palm pressed against a pane as it burned its way through
the specialized ceramic glass.

“Darien!” Jordan yelled as he passed the
window.

“I see it! We’ve bigger concerns downstairs.
Leave the thing for Paul!” Darien yelled back, as he ran toward the
oak staircase leading down to the ground floor.

. . . .

Thirty-four finished burning its way through
the large pane, creating a smoldering hole wide enough for it to
force its smooth scaled head through, along with a portion of one
shoulder; this was all the space it required, with its flexible
skeleton, to enter the building. Effortlessly, it compressed the
other shoulder inward, rolling it tightly against its body while
simultaneously folding its ribs, so that it was able to simply
drip the rest of its body through the opening. In a surreal
manner, 34 angled its head toward the floor, the ribs unfolding and
re-expanding so that its chest bowed outward, momentarily
supporting its weight on the floor. Mr. Almagest’s construct then
extended its thin arms to either side to stabilize its position as
it drew its legs and feet through the hole. It lay on the floor,
head oriented toward Dugan, black tongue tasting the air, as he
turned the corner from the third floor stairs.

“Hell, no!” Dugan bellowed, firing several
rounds from his shotgun at the prone creature. With terrifying
speed, 34 folded its arms against its body and slithered into a
nearby aisle, completely unharmed.

. . . .

The front doors of the store, along with the
sales desk and computer, had been blown inward the full width of
the room, plowing through the tall bookcases and smashing them
against the farthest wall in a great mound of debris. As Darien,
Seth and Jordan entered from above, they saw the cause: a great
hulking beast of flesh and metal stood in the room. A man dressed
in brown wool pants, a vest with multiple pockets and a
long-sleeved white shirt stood beside the nightmarish Juggernaut.
They knew his face from the video: the alchemist, Almagest. The
huge beast rotated a reflective silver head with scintillating
blue-lensed eyes toward them. Jordan knew it made “eye” contact
with him first, but then it passed over him to lock onto Darien. It
immediately charged, arms ending in a spiked mace and scythe
windmilling toward the alchemist.

Jordan shoved Seth and Darien forward and
past the monster as several gunshots erupted from above. As the
creature barreled toward him, Jordan shifted to the Child of
Shadows, and to his surprise the creature veered away from him and
back toward Darien and Seth. Jordan didn’t give it the opportunity
to make contact; with a burst of preternatural strength he dove
into the creature, ducking beneath its deadly arms and propelling
both of them through the gaping hole that had once been the front
doors of the store.

Darien sent two knives spinning toward
Almagest’s chest, but some unseen barrier deflected them before
they made contact and sent them spiraling harmlessly away. The
alchemist, unfazed by Darien’s attack, reached into a vest pocket
and tossed a handful of small metal granules toward the immortal’s
head. The granules transformed in midair into a cloud of needles,
which just missed Darien as he dove to one side. The needles
embedded themselves in the brick wall and then, with a soft sizzle,
began to eat their way through.

Seth stood in the aisle leading to the break
room, staring at Aftiel at the far end of the corridor created by
the tall bookshelves to either side. Aftiel looked back,
astonishment reflected on his beautiful features.

Brother? he asked tentatively.

Seth, who had been suppressing his angelic
energies, negated the repression spell and embraced his power.
Yes.

You escaped the void too? Aftiel
asked through their mental connection, a sense of bewilderment
suffusing his thoughts.

Escaped? I was never held in the void,
brother, Seth responded, his mental words conveying his
feelings of confusion as well.

No, that cannot be, you were driven there
along with the rest of us, when the humans and Nephilim betrayed
us.

With that statement Seth saw the images, the
false memories that Aftiel had created and embraced within his mind
for thousands of years, and he realized just how mad his brother
had grown. He knew there was no hope of redemption for him…perhaps
there never had been.

Seth shook his head sadly. That is not
what happened, Aftiel. It was you and your followers who were the
betrayers. You turned against the humans and your brethren, forcing
us to seal you away before you could cause more chaos and death.
Your memories are a façade that you have erected to deny the truth.
You rejected your roles of observer and protector and instead, in
your great hubris, tried to make yourself a god. We were forced to
stop your madness in the only way we knew. With his words Seth
conveyed his version of events, the true account of what had
occurred.

Aftiel’s expression transformed from
confusion to one of bestial rage, and the illusion enveloping him
disappeared; he stood naked and trembling before Seth. You—you
were my jailor! I will destroy you! And he charged toward Seth
in unbridled fury.


Chapter
Thirty-One

Realizing that Jenna’s senses were no longer
muddled, 56 stopped moving toward her. Instead it stood, arms
hanging loosely at its sides, staring at her with emotionless
emerald eyes—evaluating its prey, planning its next move.

Jenna was already forming several defensive
spells in her head when 56’s lower throat suddenly bulged out like
it had swallowed a basketball. In the next instant, its jaw
unhinged and its mouth opened obscenely wide, revealing double rows
of tiny pointed teeth as it made a strained gagging noise. To
Jenna, it sounded like the world’s largest cat hacking up a giant
hairball. Gross, she thought. The creature’s neck pulsed,
and it expelled a narrow stream of viscous liquid from its mouth.
As the thick yellow fluid spewed toward Jenna, she raised her right
hand, swiping a half-circle before her to redirect and amplify a
current of air, simultaneously reaching behind with the other hand
to channel water from the fountain toward her.

The wind acted as a shield, halting the
liquid in midair and sending it spraying to the sides and backward.
When the fluid spattered the surrounding foliage, the plants
instantly withered and died, releasing a foul odor of rot and decay
as they were transformed from healthy living things into dripping
puddles of brown sludge. Jenna directed the water toward 56; as the
liquid passed through her shield, Jenna funneled it through a
cylinder of air, increasing its velocity, until a focused column of
water crashed into the creature’s face with the force of a concrete
pillar. In an explosion of purple blood and small white teeth, 56
was propelled backward, crashing on its back and sliding through
the vegetable gardens until it slammed head-first into the
four-foot brick wall and tall vine-covered trellises that
encompassed the rooftop garden.

Jenna maintained her distance as the
creature staggered upright. The right side of its head was crushed
inward, and the eye on same side was now missing; syrupy purple
blood oozed from the hole and ran down the creature’s cheek. Its
mouth hung open and the lower jaw flopped loosely, apparently no
longer properly attached to the rest of the beast’s skull. Yellow
venomous liquid drooled from its broken maw and dripped onto its
chest. Fifty-six fixed its remaining eye malevolently on Jenna, and
a low rumble erupted from its chest as it began to shamble
unsteadily toward her.

“Really, you’re growling at me?” she
commented in irritation, shaking her head. For the first time Jenna
noticed the sound of muffled gunshots from below. “I don’t have
time for you,” she muttered, extending her hands toward the
creature and projecting her power outward. However, it was not to
56 that Jenna sent her will, but rather to the vines and trees that
lined the wall behind it.

Mr. Almagest’s construct had moved barely a
few feet when thick vines snaked out from the tall trellises and
wrapped themselves around its ankles and legs, while the trees to
either side leaned down to grasp its arms with their limbs. More
vines slithered up 56’s back to encircle its neck and head; it
struggled against the vegetation but was unable to break free.

Jenna tapped into the reserves of power that
permeated the bookstore, mystically augmenting the flora until the
vines and trees gripped the construct with the strength of steel
cables.

“We’re done here,” she said, and the vines
and trees constricted and pulled 56’s limbs in all directions. In a
spray of rich burgundy that showered the plants, Mr. Almagest’s
creation was ripped apart: arms, legs and head torn away while the
torso hung dripping in the air, suspended by the vines from the
trellises. Jenna released her will, and the vines holding 56’s
legs, torso and head let the pieces flop wetly to the rooftop as
they returned to their previous positions. The trees snapped back
into place too, dropping the arms among the sodden remains. Without
a second glance, Jenna ran toward the metal stairwell and headed
downstairs.

Meanwhile, 56’s eviscerated limbs slowly
undulated across the roof toward its bloody torso.

. . . .

Dugan fired again, tearing out a middle
portion of a bookcase in a shower of splintered wood and shredded
paper, only to discover that he’d missed the creature yet again.
The sound of fighting from the ground floor made it impossible for
him to hear it slithering among the stacks around him; all he could
do was keep moving in an attempt to prevent it from getting past
him. Dugan knew the brightly-scaled beast was leading him on a game
of cat and mouse through the maze of bookcases that comprised the
second floor repository, and he was fairly certain he wasn’t
playing the role of the cat. Regardless, he had to assume from the
sounds below that the others had enough on their plate and didn’t
need this beastie added to the mix.

From the corner of his eye, Dugan glimpsed a
glint of yellow and orange; he immediately spun to the side and
fired, dashing toward that section of shelves. He turned into the
aisle only to discover it empty, although he did find a spattering
of red on the wood floors. Gotcha!

Dugan heard a “whoosh” and smelled burning
paper and wood as a slim yellow and orange scaled arm plunged
through the bookshelf to his right. The creature grabbed Dugan’s
shotgun mid-barrel with a red taloned hand, and the metal suddenly
flared orange and collapsed in upon itself.

Note to self, he thought, this
beastie is psychokinetic. Dugan quickly released the shotgun,
letting the ruined weapon fall to the floor, as he drew his Colt
and fired several rounds into the section of shelves where the arm
had emerged. It was a futile gesture; 34 had already released the
shotgun and retracted its arm through the opening it had created
with its burning touch. The books on the shelf were smoldering, but
Dugan didn’t have time to worry about that as he attempted to
locate the thing.

He rounded the corner of the adjacent aisle;
the creature was still there, facing him from less than ten feet
away. Dugan pointed the Colt at its head and fired just as a
torrent of fiery plasma erupted from 34’s mouth toward him—in
midair, his ensorcelled bullets were reduced to liquefied metal and
then vaporized. Desperately, Dugan flung his back against a
bookshelf as the creature’s fiery breath shot past his face,
igniting his beard, which instantly shriveled against his cheeks,
and blistering his flesh. The stench of burnt hair filled his nose
as he slid to the floor, smacking at the remains of his beard. The
creature’s breath had set the bookcase at the end of the aisle
ablaze, triggering the fire sprinklers.

Thirty-Four leapt toward Dugan, clearing the
distance between them as he aimed the gun again. As it landed, 34
kicked the Colt from Dugan’s hand, numbing his fingers with the
force of the blow. It glared down at him with ebony eyes, clouds of
steam drifting from its body as the water struck it. Slowly, a thin
smile spread across its reptilian face as it prepared to spew
blazing death upon him.

Shit, Dugan thought, prepared to die
horribly. Then, to his surprise, the temperature around him
plummeted and he saw a coating of ice glaze across the creature’s
head and upper body, momentarily trapping it. The water from the
sprinklers became pellets of ice that bounced off the creature, and
Dugan heard a voice scream out from behind him, “Paul, finish
it!”

Almagest’s creation was quickly countering
Jenna’s spell by increasing its body temperature. While Dugan
desperately grabbed for his Colt with his numb fingers, the ice
encasing 34 was already breaking apart, plumes of steam pouring
through the cracks.

Thirty-four had just won the elemental
tug-of-war and was shaking itself free from its icy trap when Dugan
retrieved his Colt and fired two ensorcelled rounds directly into
its head. The top of the construct’s skull blew apart, above its
slitted nose, decorating the ceiling with bloody gobs of bone and
brain. The spells woven into Dugan’s ammunition negated the
revenant’s animating enchantments, rendering it truly dead once
more. It fell back with a heavy thud, sending more blood and brain
matter gushing down the aisle. Jenna, her clothes sodden, leaned
down and pulled Dugan up. “We’re needed downstairs.”

He nodded briskly. Without another word,
they headed toward the stairs as the sprinklers continued to rain
down upon them.

. . . .

“Sonofabitch!” Jordan growled. Despite his
protective body armor, 22 had managed to tear a bloody chunk out of
his left shoulder with a swipe of its spiked mace.

Something that large should not move that
fast! Jordan thought as he sprang away, slamming his back into
a parked car and setting off its alarm. The creature continued
barreling toward him, slicing at his head with its scythed arm.
Jordan rolled to his right, toward the hood of the vehicle, as the
scythe smashed through the driver’s window in a shower of cubed
glass. Jordan spun around, raking his talons across the creature’s
shoulder, but he did little damage as the fine-linked black
chainmail embedded in its flesh deflected most of his attack.

Twenty-two effortlessly ripped the scythe
through the metal frame of the driver’s window and toward Jordan,
forcing him to jump away and back into the middle of the street.
With incredible speed, it spun around and oriented its reflective
head toward Jordan. He could see a warped image of himself, dressed
in Darien’s black leather armor, reflected back as the final rays
of sunset struck the construct’s head.

“Come on, Destro,” he yelled in a
half-crouch, “you can do better than that.”

Jordan wasn’t sure if goading the creature
had any effect, but it made him feel better since none of his
physical attacks seemed to be having any impact. He’d managed a few
minor cuts, but otherwise the alchemist’s monster was relatively
unharmed. Jordan felt that if he could get a good grip on its flesh
he could absorb the energies animating it; unfortunately, the
creature refused to conveniently allow prolonged contact. The
chainmail that covered the majority of its bulk not only protected
it from Jordan’s razor-sharp talons but also denied him the
opportunity to maintain physical contact long enough to drain it.
And given the creature’s impressive strength, speed and weapons,
Jordan couldn’t allow himself to be close to it for any length of
time. It would slice him into little pieces which it would then
pound into revenant paste—or the reverse; either way, Jordan felt
he was screwed.

. . . .

Mr. Almagest grasped the pendant around his
throat, drawing on its stored power as he attempted to force his
will on Darien, who lay just out of sight behind an overturned
bookcase. “You do not want to hurt me,” he said calmly. “Come out
and we can resolve this situation in a more civilized manner.” His
charmed words, carried on currents of the power, washed up against
Darien’s defenses and, to Mr. Almagest’s great disappointment, had
absolutely no effect.

Darien laughed darkly, completely ignoring
the alchemist’s attempt to charm him, and jumped up momentarily to
send another dagger spinning toward Mr. Almagest’s left eye. “I
expected more from you, Butcher,” he called out as the dagger
suddenly veered away at an odd angle, completely missing the
alchemist. Most annoying shielding spell, Darien thought as
he continued. “Do you really believe you can control me with such
cheap tricks?”

Mr. Almagest cocked his head and smiled.
“One can only hope,” he called back, extending his will to a pair
of drones outside of the building and directing them to locate his
opponent. “Clearly, you know of my work and are a follower of the
arts, but you have me at a disadvantage. Perhaps you could honor me
with your name?”

As the drones entered through the gaping
hole in the front of the building, two daggers coated in a purple
liquid sped out from behind a bookcase—but not the one Mr. Almagest
had thought his target was hidden behind. In midair, the knives
tore through the bodies of the drones, the liquid coating them
entering the automatons’ bodies and instantly eating away at the
undead flesh. The mechanized fairies crashed to the floor in a
congealed mess of melting tissue and metal.

“Normally, I wouldn’t be so arrogant,
Butcher,” Darien yelled mockingly as he darted to another position,
“but maybe this once it’s worth the hubris. My friends know me as
Darien…you will have heard of my true name, the Comte de
St.-Germain.”

The smile slid from Mr. Almagest’s face as
he considered the possibility that his opponent was not just any
alchemist but the alchemist—the greatest ever to live and
the only one believed to have successfully created a perfect
version of the Philosopher’s Stone. This game has taken a new
turn, he thought, crouching behind a toppled bookcase near the
hole leading to the street. Now I am offered an even greater
prize once I kill you. Not only will I have this place and its
resources, I will have your Philosopher’s Stone too.

Mr. Almagest began to maneuver around
bookcases, attempting to get closer to Darien, while 22 fought the
revenant in the street.

. . . .

Seth and Aftiel grappled violently at the
back of the store, locked in deadly combat among the scattered
debris of wood, books, and things that should not have been. There
was no finesse or thought to their brutal fighting: Aftiel, in his
blind rage, was attempting to overpower his brother with brute
strength and raw power, while Seth was merely trying to stay alive.
It was a vicious battle, but only from one side, for it was Aftiel
who clawed and tore at his brother, while Seth used his
considerable strength and power to counter his brother’s
strikes.

Aftiel was now beating at Seth with his
fists, pounding the slender angel with terrible blows that would
have crushed any mortal creature. Golden energies continually
poured from his hands, splattering Seth and the surrounding area
with their reality-altering properties. The focus of an angel’s
immortal will allowed them to use their power to shape the reality
around them—but Aftiel was no longer thinking. He had buried his
reason in a void of madness, rage and hate, and it was from those
dark imaginings and emotions that the wayward energies were shaping
reality. Seth was immune to angelic power, so the energies had no
effect upon him, but the world around them was not faring as well,
as the liquid energies instantly transformed whatever they came in
contact with into grotesque absurdities, nightmarish parodies of
existence.

The books were transformed into hideous,
amorphous shapes of living paper and bloated flesh—aberrations with
moist eyes that wept pus, split and bleeding mouths gibbering in
agony as the diminutive creatures dragged themselves about on too
few or too many malformed limbs. The mutated volumes clawed at the
ground or clutched at the air with twisted and bent fingers,
futilely grasping for an understanding of their sudden and cruel
birth.

Some of the creations were covered in
decaying plumage, others in rotting flesh or scales that split and
oozed corruption. Still others were composed of substances that
defied description or reason. One hardback, previously a copy of
Le Morte d’Arthur, had been transformed into a rectangular
sheath of translucent flesh with misshapen organs floating in its
gelatinous mass. It had fared better than many of its kin and was
fairly ambulatory. It quickly scurried about, navigating the mounds
of its dying and deceased brethren, via hundreds of cilia and large
quantities of black slime. The new life form had no apparent eyes
but was clearly capable of sensing prey in some manner, as it
suddenly pounced upon a mutated version of Eclipse. The
“book” in question lay whimpering on its side, clutching
desperately with multiple spindly arms at the useless organs that
were slowly oozing from between its cracked and suppurating fleshy
bindings. Le Morte D’Arthur had just sunk multiple rows of
needle-like teeth into its defenseless relative, when Seth and
Aftiel rolled over both aberrations. With a wet pop, both creatures
were instantly removed from existence.

“I will kill you!” Aftiel hissed between
clenched teeth, straddling Seth and wrapping his hands around the
angel’s throat. Great wings of shimmering translucent energy
suddenly sprouted from Aftiel’s back. The reflections of his
essence arched up toward the ceiling as he attempted to crush the
life from Seth. The transparent wings shimmered with iridescent
colors like soap bubbles in the sun, their gentle beauty belying
Aftiel’s actions.

“You may try, brother,” Seth stated calmly,
despite the pressure Aftiel was exerting, as he grabbed Aftiel’s
thick wrists. And that is fine, as long as you continue to exert
yourself and expend what remains of your angelic power, Seth
thought behind powerful mental shields.

. . . .

Lori took a moment to stare down at the
hastily scribbled picture that her vision had just completed, as
the sounds of fighting continued downstairs. Her small hands lay to
either side of the yellow piece of lined paper. She carefully
studied the image.

Lori knew without a doubt that if she did
nothing, her friends would begin dying very soon. She did not know
what would happen to her if she directly interfered with events,
because Darien was right when he’d said that seers could not
foretell their own futures. Maybe she would die—or not—but then
again, it wasn’t herself that she was worried about.

Lori couldn’t fight like the others: she
didn’t have Jordan’s revenant abilities, Darien and Jenna’s powers
of magic, Dugan’s skill with weapons or the powers of an angel. But
she could see the future, and Seth had told her that the future
could be changed if someone’s will was strong enough. Lori made up
her mind. She stood and walked toward the door leading out of the
library.

No, she did not have special powers like the
others, but her will was strong and she knew how she could change
events to save her friends. Even if she might die, she would take
that risk. As she turned the multiple locks that sealed the library
door, Lori reflected how oddly silent the Whispers were regarding
her decision.


Chapter
Thirty-Two

Dugan and Jenna plunged into the chaos on
the ground floor. Through a gaping hole in the front of the store,
they saw Jordan fighting a monstrous creature of swollen muscle and
ebony metal. Darien was crouched behind a toppled bookcase near the
stairs, and at the far end of the store Seth fought a naked Adonis
amid an undulating landscape of squirming nightmares.

“Well, fuck me,” Dugan exclaimed as he and
Jenna dove down beside Darien.

“Perhaps another time,” Darien quipped. “For
the moment we have greater concerns.”

“You think?” Jenna added as she peered
through the opening where the store’s double doors had been and saw
Jordan barely avoid a vicious swing from the bladed arm of the
golem.

“What happened to you?” Darien asked,
noticing that that Jenna and Dugan were soaked.

“Paul and I killed a fire creature upstairs,
but it set off the sprinklers. I think we’re going to have the fire
department here soon,” Jenna said with concern.

Darien shook his head. “No, I had the system
designed so it wouldn’t register with the city if it went off. But
we do have more immediate problems.” Darien motioned to the side of
the store where the angels fought one another. “Aftiel is here,
Almagest is nearby, and Jordan is fighting…I’m not completely
certain what he’s fighting.” The alchemist pointed toward the
street where Jordan was dodging attacks from 22. “Seth is dealing
with Aftiel and I’ve taken a personal interest in Mr. Almagest, so
I need you both to assist Jordan.” Darien scanned for the alchemist
among the wreckage.

“What do we need to do?” Dugan asked.

“I believe Jordan is fighting a revenant of
some sort; it appears that he’s unable to penetrate its defenses.
Jenna—” Darien handed her an ampule filled with purple liquid from
one of the pouches on his belt—“I need you to hit the creature with
this. Choose a portion of its body with the most exposed flesh.
Dugan, when she does, you need to fire on that spot with your Colt.
I believe that will create the necessary opening for Jordan to
defeat it.”

“What about you?” Dugan asked, wincing as he
saw Jordan take a swing directly into his side from the golem’s
mace.

“Don’t worry about me. Help Jordan while I
take care of Almagest,” Darien replied as he slipped away from
them.

Dugan glanced at Jenna with his blistered
face. “Can you do this?”

“I’ve got it,” Jenna said. She scurried
behind toppled bookcases, darting through the opening where the
front doors had been. Dugan followed close behind.

Twenty-Two was bearing down on Jordan when
Jenna, crouching behind the ruins of a car, used a current of air
to propel the ampule into the flesh just above the plating and
metal mesh that protected its chest; her target was the number
burned there. The fragile glass vial struck the creature and
ruptured, splattering it with the enchanted liquid formulated to
liquefy lifeless matter.

Twenty-two ceased its attack upon Jordan
mid-swing and staggered back as Darien’s unbinding liquid sizzled
into it. Mr. Almagest’s enchantments immediately attempted to
compensate for the deteriorating portion of the revenant’s body,
but it was too late as Dugan fired several ensorcelled rounds into
the bubbling tissue.

Dugan’s bullets tore through 22’s weakened
defenses, creating a shredded hole in the construct’s chest.

. . . .

When Jordan saw the ampule shatter on the
monster’s chest, he knew Darien and the others were nearby—and when
several holes suddenly erupted in its chest, he realized he’d been
given the opportunity he needed. Springing forward, he plunged his
hand though the dripping opening in its leathered flesh.

Jordan tore through the desiccated
organs—and the mass of pistons, gears and cogs—as he reached for
the ensorcelled cylinder that he sensed served as the reservoir for
22’s life force. The Child of Shadows squeezed, rupturing the
containment unit protecting 22’s essence, releasing the energies
that animated it. Once in contact with those energies, Jordan
allowed his Mondragoran nature to take over, instantly absorbing
them and reducing 22 to a pile of dust and metal.

. . . .

“We got it!” Dugan shouted with a smile,
turning toward Jenna just as 56 bounded out of the building and
leapt directly toward him. Instinctively, he flung up his left arm;
the venomous creature immediately grabbed it, biting deeply into
Dugan’s hand. Shocked at seeing the creature she’d eviscerated
attacking Dugan, Jenna projected a column of air into it, tearing
the golem from Dugan and sending the creature flying down the
street. But it was too late. The deadly toxin from the creature’s
bite was already sliding up Dugan’s arm, and Jenna watched in
dismay as she saw her friend’s hand blacken and the fingers began
to fall away in putrefied chunks. As Dugan doubled over in pain,
Jenna helped him stagger back into the store.

. . . .

Darien was moving around a bookcase in
search of Mr. Almagest when he saw Lori peering at him from the
darkened corner beneath the stairs near the basement door.

“What…?” he started.

“No time,” she said, stepping out from her
hiding place and holding her hand out to him. “I need one of your
daggers now. Paul’s life depends on it!”

Darien stared into her glowing lilac eyes,
and without further comment handed the young seer one of his few
remaining knives.

‘Whatever happens, get Mr. Almagest over
there in the next few minutes.” She pointed toward the door leading
to the basement. “You and the others must be between him and that
door!” And then Lori grabbed Darien’s knife and hurried away.

. . . .

“Jordan!” Jenna yelled, bending down toward
Dugan, who was on his knees howling in pain and clutching at his
arm as the flesh blackened and dissolved past his wrist. Fifty-six
had regained its feet and was already moving toward her and Dugan,
as Jordan propelled himself through a window in a shower of
reinforced ceramic glass. As Jordan bore down on the golem, 56 bit
into his forearm, injecting its corrosive venom into the Child of
Shadows as he pinned it on its back.

“Nice try, asshole,” Jordan growled as his
body countered the golem’s poison. He felt only a slight tingle in
his arm as he grabbed 56’s head and proceeded to drain its life
force.

Meanwhile, Jenna was trying to help Dugan,
who was now curled up on the floor and shaking violently. She
grabbed his shoulder and began channeling her power into his arm,
but she could sense that the toxin from the creature’s bite was
tearing through Dugan’s tissues faster than her healing skills
could compensate. Paul would be dead in seconds and there was
nothing she could do about it.

“Take this,” a young voice ordered; Jenna
turned as Lori shoved a knife, hilt first, toward her. “Accelerate
the atoms around the blade to heat it and cut his arm off just
below the elbow. Now!”

Without question, Jenna took the knife from
Lori. She immediately channeled her power into the blade, turning
Dugan onto his back and pinning his arm beneath her knee. He
offered no resistance, staring vacantly past her while quietly
moaning, which frightened her even more.

She took one deep breath and then, applying
all her strength, sawed into Dugan’s arm, separating the corrupted
flesh from his body while simultaneously cauterizing the site. She
forced herself to ignore the smell of burning flesh and Paul’s
renewed screams as she severed his arm.

. . . .

Seth could sense the last of his power
flagging as Aftiel straddled him, pinning his arms to his sides,
but he also realized that he’d succeeded in his goal: Aftiel had
largely exhausted his angelic resources during their fight.

As Aftiel attempted to squeeze the life from
him with his bare hands, Seth looked into his brother’s blazing
white eyes. I loved you, despite your actions…as evil as you
were, I could not kill you.

Aftiel glared down at Seth, his face a mask
of inhuman rage as he tightened his grip further, channeling more
power so he could dig his fingers into Seth’s immortal flesh.
You were a fool then, brother, and even more so now. I have no
such qualms. You will be dust in a forgotten tomb while I still
walk this world. Aftiel wrenched Seth’s head to the side,
pulling with every ounce of his augmented strength, then savagely
twisted the angel’s head in the other direction, snapping the
vertebrae and separating the muscles and tendons in Seth’s neck.
Finally, dipping further into the receding reservoir of his power,
Aftiel, in one great violent motion, ripped Seth’s head from his
shoulders.

As Aftiel held his brother’s head before
him, blood dripping from the ragged stump and down his pale arms,
he heard Seth’s last words echo in his mind: My ending had
meaning. Then, with the last of his body’s strength and power,
Seth yanked his arm from beneath Aftiel’s leg and plunged the fist
wearing the Signet of Solomon into Aftiel’s abdomen, tearing
through muscled flesh until the signet was deep inside the angel.
Aftiel screamed in agony and rage, his angelic wings dissipating
like smoke in the wind, as the talisman drained the last dregs of
angelic energies from within him.

. . . .

Jordan kicked the putrefying lump of flesh
that had been Dugan’s lower arm into a pile of books, trying to
ignore that several of the books had sprouted misshapen limbs,
which they then used to stuff portions of the rotting appendage
into their crooked mouths. Oh, that’s just nasty, Jordan
thought as he turned toward Jenna, who was casting layered healing
spells to counter Dugan’s pain and prevent him from going into
shock.

“I’m sorry,” Jenna whispered as she knelt
beside him, holding both hands over the pink stump, “there was no
other way….” Tears trickled down her cheeks as she poured her
healing energies into Dugan. He reached up and wiped the tears from
her left cheek, smiling weakly. He looked at her with clear eyes
from a healed and beardless face, the blisters from 34’s attack
gone due to her spells.

“I saw,” Dugan shuddered, looking toward the
abominations that were feasting—and rapidly expiring—on the remains
of his arm, “and felt what its bite was doing.” He glanced toward
the powdered remains from Jordan’s latest meal. “If you’d waited a
moment longer, I wouldn’t have survived.”

“It was Lori who found the knife and told me
what to do to save you,” Jenna explained as she finished her
healing spells.

“Then I owe both of you my life.” Dugan
nodded to Lori, who stood quietly behind Jenna, her hands clasped
in front of her. He patted Jenna’s hands as she released the
now-healed stump and reached for his Colt, which lay nearby.
“Luckily, I’m right-handed,” he commented. He looked up at Jordan
as the pallor slowly receded from his face. “Give me a hand,” he
said with grim humor, “and let’s see about finishing off the rest
of these fuckers.” Jenna nodded somberly and stood up.

Jordan had just helped Dugan to his feet
when an anguished wail tore through their senses and an object
smashed wetly onto the floor near them. To their horror they
realized, once the bloody thing stopped bouncing about, that it was
Seth’s head.

. . . .

Looking down the length of the store, Darien
could see as the angels grappled with one another that Aftiel was
overpowering Seth, but the alchemist could do nothing to help with
so many other threats about.

With only two daggers remaining, one in each
hand—he’d used the others to defend himself from several of the
book-creatures running around—Darien knew his weapons were limited.
And he also knew, after Lori’s unexpected instructions, that his
first priority had to be the Butcher.

He wasn’t happy that she’d entered the
fight, but it was too late to do anything about it—and in any event
it would be foolish to ignore her warning. Darien was certain,
given his minor faculty for precognition and having witnessed
firsthand Megaira’s abilities, that Lori’s gift of prophecy was
even greater than his daughter’s had been. Sadly, he also realized
that such power meant her grip on sanity would be even shorter than
Megaira’s. It dawned upon Darien that, if they survived their
battle against the angel, he must do everything he could to prevent
Lori from suffering the same fate as Megaira. He’d learned so much
more since his daughter’s death that perhaps this time he could
save another from a seer’s fate.

Darien was peering around another bookcase
when he heard Dugan yell out in pain. As he turned in that
direction, a hand with the texture of dry parchment grabbed the
nape of his neck with the force of a steel vice. As it locked down
upon him, Darien could sense a powerful enchantment already
attempting to draw away his life force. Fortunately, however, at
that moment several grotesque creatures dropped down from the top
of a bookcase directly onto Mr. Almagest’s head.

When the mass of damp clutching bodies
struck the alchemist, he instinctively released his grip on Darien
to tear the creatures away, incinerating them in a foul-smelling,
greasy black cloud.

Darien spun around and savagely lashed out
with his knives in a flurry of crisscrossing motions that sliced
back and forth across Mr. Almagest’s arms and torso. To his
surprise, the alchemist made no attempt to evade the blows.
Instead, he smiled as Darien ceased his attack and stepped back,
realizing that apart from shredding the alchemist’s shirt and vest
he was doing no damage. Grabbing his ripped clothing from the
sleeves, Mr. Almagest tore away the ruined vest and shirt to reveal
the protective tattoos that covered his body below the neck, as
well as the shimmering pendant that hung against his chest.

Mr. Almagest let the rags fall to the floor
as he spoke. “You now realize,” he said with a nod toward Darien,
“that you do not have the ability to physically harm me.” He laid
his left hand against the middle of his chest. “The sigils etched
into my skin are ancient and powerful, and as long as I bear them
nothing from this world can touch me.” He shook his head gently.
“Your knives, bullets, even castings cannot penetrate my flesh.”
Mr. Almagest stepped toward Darien. “Of course, the same cannot be
said for you.”

Darien frowned as Mr. Almagest approached
him. “Your arrogance is almost as impressive as your protective
sigils, Butcher. Do you really believe that you have me just
because your flesh is immune from harm?” Darien reached into a side
pouch and extracted several small jewelry-sized baggies, which he
flung at Mr. Almagest’s head while activating an enchantment that
caused them to explode in the air, engulfing the alchemist’s head
in a reddish haze.

Mr. Almagest backed away from Darien,
grasping his pendant and drawing on its power to cast several
spells to counter any poison from the powder he’d inhaled. As his
sinuses erupted in burning pain and the inside of his throat
blistered, however, Mr. Almagest discovered that his spells meant
nothing. As he gagged uncontrollably, his eyes tearing and
swelling, the alchemist realized that the powder was neither
poisonous nor magical—it was something else entirely.

“Allow me to introduce you to my special
pepper blend derived from the Trinidad Scorpion Moruga,” Darien
said with a grim smile as he watched Mr. Almagest stumble away from
him, bent over and choking. “It was grown and created right here,
thanks to a very capable sorceress. Wholly natural and quite
mundane. I’m sure you’ve just discovered that there are ways you
can still be touched.”

Darien knew he was revealing crucial
information that would allow the Butcher to counter the effects of
his pepper powder, but his intent was only to disable the alchemist
momentarily, long enough to switch positions with him.

Darien sprang forward and sliced at the
chain around Mr. Almagest’s neck with his knives. Now that he saw
the powerful sigils the Butcher wore, Darien knew he could not
injure him in such a manner, but again that was not his intent. As
he suspected, a direct attack against the pendant caused the
alchemist, in his incapacitated state, to pull away instinctively,
one hand gripped tightly around his Philosopher’s Stone to protect
it, allowing Darien to dart past him. Darien even succeeded in
severing the chain with his enchanted blades. However, the
alchemist retained the stone, and by drawing on its stored power he
was quickly countering his body’s reaction to the pepper powder:
suppressing the blistering and swelling of his throat and nasal
passages, shutting down the pain, and flooding his system with
endorphins.

“Well played,” Mr. Almagest sputtered
hoarsely as he turned around, wiping the snot running from his nose
with the hand clutching his Philosopher’s Stone, “but I would have
thought you’d have put your brief advantage to better use.”

“What makes you think I haven’t?” Darien
responded dryly, his back toward the basement door.

Mr. Almagest tilted his head slightly,
looking at Darien with puzzlement and a hint of concern. At that
moment, an angel’s scream tore through their bodies and minds.


Chapter
Thirty-Three

In his blind fury, Aftiel hadn’t cared if
his precious resources were expended so as long as he killed Seth.
He hadn’t been prepared to encounter one of his kind, let alone one
of his closest kin, when he had come to this place. Nor could he
have imagined that Seth would flaunt how he and the other angels
had turned on Aftiel and his followers; it had been more than the
angel could bear when Seth had attempted to flood his mind with
false images of Aftiel as betrayer, as one of the Fallen. Once Seth
had attacked him with those foul lies, Aftiel could no longer
control his desire for righteous vengeance. He’d quickly lost
himself to rage and the need to utterly destroy Seth.

Aftiel recalled that Seth was physically a
match for him, but he knew if he used his power to support his
corporeal attacks he would inevitably wear Seth down. None of his
brethren had ever been able to hold as much power as he, and Aftiel
was certain he could outlast his brother. And he’d been correct in
that assumption, although he hadn’t anticipated Seth’s final
gambit. It had never occurred to Aftiel that Seth would sacrifice
his own life to defeat him, nor that his traitorous brother would
bear one of the cursed signets.

These thoughts flashed briefly through
Aftiel’s mind as he flung Seth’s severed head away, and then,
howling in agony, used both hands in an attempt to withdraw Seth’s
arm from his gut. Unfortunately, Aftiel was finding it more
difficult to remove the limb than it had been to tear off his
brother’s head. As he’d died, Seth had channeled the last of his
energy into his arm, making its flesh rigid and all but
invulnerable. With the arm lodged firmly, the dead fingers
inextricably locked in his viscera, consuming his angelic power, it
felt to Aftiel as though hot coals were burning through him.

Aftiel knew he had to remove the signet
before it did more damage, but now that it had drained the last of
his power he did not have the strength for the task. Even now he
could feel the artifact beginning to draw on his life force, to
feed on his immortality. Aftiel saw no other recourse; he would
have to access the energies of Eden. He would have to tap into the
filth and pollution of this world if he wanted to regain the
necessary strength to deny Seth his victory.

Aftiel reached for the fouled rivers and
eddies of power that flowed in the ether around him, tracing them
to deeper pools of energy. Steeling himself, he plunged into those
reservoirs, drinking heavily of their oily filth. He gagged
psychically as the polluted muck poured into him, every ounce of
his being wanting to reject it, to purge the filth from his body,
but Aftiel maintained his resolve and forced his body to accept the
violation.

Although the foul taste of Eden’s
contaminated energies made Aftiel want to retch, he was
successfully absorbing them. As the base energies filled him,
replacing his stolen angelic power, Aftiel felt his strength
returning. While the energies were clearly inferior to his innate
power and made his insides roll with revulsion, they were plentiful
and Aftiel was able to replenish himself.

Flush once more with mystical energy, Aftiel
channeled his power into Seth’s arm, breaking the casting that made
it resistant to being removed. Then, with a great sense of
satisfaction and a primal howl of agony, Aftiel tore away Seth’s
arm in a shower of blood and tissue. He ripped it from the corpse
and tossed it far away. Aftiel staggered upright, his left hand
holding in his innards and staunching the blood flow while he
repaired the significant damage. As he stood, Aftiel heard several
shots echo nearby, but he couldn’t bother himself with the source.
He felt unsteady and his equilibrium momentarily shifted, forcing
him to extend his arms to stabilize himself. The feeling was alien
to him. Grasping for understanding, Aftiel realized he was
experiencing what lower creatures referred to as dizziness. As the
unpleasantness passed, Aftiel became aware of other unusual
sensations. His limbs felt heavy and clumsy, his normally acute
senses were dulled and he was less attuned to his surroundings.

Aftiel was surprised to discover that
although he could still sense Almagest, the other humans, and even
the Mondragoran construct nearby, he could not read their thoughts.
Aftiel had never been unable to read the mind of a human before; he
found it both puzzling and disconcerting. The angel could only
assume that that these strange symptoms were his body’s reaction to
the filth he had been forced to ingest.

He would have to purge himself of the
mongrel energies as quickly as possible. Better to rid himself of
them, allowing his own innate powers to regenerate gradually, than
endure such degrading impediments. Besides, a simple solution for
cleansing himself of the corruption was at hand: he could exhaust
the toxic energies by subduing the Mondragoran construct. With a
predatory grin, the angel focused his burning gaze toward the
section of the store where he sensed his quarry.

Unbeknownst to him, as he stalked toward
Jordan and his friends, Aftiel’s fiery white gaze was now suffused
with motes of sickly yellow and green. And as he lowered his hand
from his stomach, he failed to notice that while he’d regenerated
the tissue and sealed the injury, the flesh was no longer the color
of pristine marble but instead held the appearance of a terrible
bruise. Where the seams of the injury merged with his uninjured
flesh, a pus-like bile was weeping through the skin.

. . . .

As Jordan and the others shook off the
psychic effects of Aftiel’s wail, Lori stepped over to Jordan and
grasped his bloody talons in her small hand. He started to pull
away, not wanting her to touch such a brutal tool of destruction,
but she gripped his hand even harder, looking up at him with her
glowing violet eyes. A small rivulet of blood dripped from her
nose.

“Don’t ever be ashamed of yourself, of what
you’ve become.” Her eyes watered with unshed tears. “The battles
will never stop; you will always fight to save the innocent, the
helpless…you won’t die in your sleep.”

Jordan gently squeezed her hand back and
shook his head. “I don’t care. I just want to make up for what I’ve
done—for what I am.”

Lori smiled slightly. “Silly, you already
have.” The flow of blood increased from her nose. It was now
dripping from both nostrils and onto her black-and-blue hoodie.
“You’re hurt,” Jordan said with concern, reaching toward her
face.

She brushed him away. “Yeah, but not from
the fighting. I’m doing something Seth told me about—I’m adjusting
the future. Delaying you until just the right moment—until now. Go
help Darien.” Lori pointed to the section of the store still
blocked by standing bookcases. “Make Mr. Almagest fight you. Seth
helped,” she added, glancing toward the angel’s head, which was
being picked over by several scurrying booklings, “but it wasn’t
enough to kill Aftiel. It did weaken him, though. It’s caused him
to start changing, to become less than he was. If you fight him now
it should trigger a series of possibilities that may lead to his
defeat.” Jordan started to speak. “No, go now. Any longer and it
will be too late,” Lori implored.

He nodded and released Lori’s hand, looking
toward Dugan and Jenna. “Watch out for her.”

“Like you need to ask,” Jenna huffed,
pulling Lori toward her.

“We know what to do,” Dugan admonished,
waving his Colt toward the area of the store Lori had indicated.
“Get the Butcher.”

Jordan nodded and ran toward the bookcases
near the stairs and basement door. Jenna and Dugan followed more
cautiously, with Lori between them.

Rounding a corner, Jordan came across Darien
backed up against the basement door with Almagest moving
purposefully toward him. The alchemist had lost his vest and shirt,
and Jordan could see that his body from the neck down was covered
in detailed black tattoos. Jordan immediately stepped forward and
viciously raked the talons of his right hand across the alchemist’s
chest. The force of the blow slid Mr. Almagest back a few feet, but
the alchemist remained standing with no apparent damage.

As Jordan moved between Darien and Almagest,
Jenna, Dugan and Lori halted a short distance away. All three of
them jumped as something suddenly slammed into a wall and dropped
to the floor. Jenna realized it was a gore-covered arm with a
single ring—Seth’s arm.

“The tattoos make him immune to physical
harm,” Darien explained as Jordan positioned himself between
them.

“How about this?” Dugan asked dryly, firing
several rounds at Mr. Almagest’s head. The bullets veered away at
the last moment, embedding themselves in the walls of the
bookstore.

“Tsk, tsk,” Mr. Almagest clucked, “do you
really think I would have such an obvious Achilles’s heel? Fool, my
head doesn’t have to be covered with sigils for it to be protected.
Now let’s see what weaknesses you have,” he added drily,
popping something into his mouth and swallowing. “With my sigils on
the outside and my Philosopher’s Stone on the inside, you can’t
touch me.”

“Really?” Jordan asked with an evil grin,
extending a taloned hand toward the alchemist and moving toward
him. “How about I shove my fist up your ass and pull your
Philosopher’s Stone out that way? Let’s see if you’re protected
from that, you fuckwad.”

Confronted with the grim features of the
Child of Shadows at such close range and unsure if the revenant was
going to attempt such a demeaning violation of his person, Mr.
Almagest extended his hands. Moving them in a series of quick
gestures that linked a casting to a preset enchantment from the
sigils in his flesh, then drawing on the Philosopher’s Stone in his
belly, he released a torrent of azure fire toward Jordan.

The powerful spell struck Jordan in the
chest, and he instantly felt it digging at his undead nature. The
spell, akin to the enchantments in Darien’s unbinding potion, was
attempting to dissolve his flesh. But Jordan was no ordinary
revenant. His body was forged by the Mondragoran; it was a vessel
that held their terrible powers. The Butcher might as well have
sprayed him with water for all the impact the magical fire had upon
him.

Unconcerned, the energies cascading down his
leather jacket, Jordan moved closer. “You did better with real
fire, asshole. This doesn’t even tickle.”

The blue fire winked out. Mr. Almagest was
already moving his hands, transitioning into another casting, when
a deep bellow erupted from behind him. “I told you the construct
was mine and mine alone! You were warned!” Aftiel yelled as he
barreled toward them. His right hand was extended toward Mr.
Almagest, and a pillar of liquid gold, tinged with sickly green,
washed across the alchemist’s back.

As they watched, Mr. Almagest’s eyes grew
wide in surprise, then horror. He fell forward onto his knees
screaming as the angel’s corrosive energies, born of another world,
washed across his sigils and began eating away at his defenses. To
his credit, the sigils prevented Mr. Almagest from dying instantly,
but the protective tattoos still melted away under the angelic
assault. And as the reality-twisting power ate into his flesh, the
Butcher was changed. Brutally.

As the sigils washed away, disappearing to
nothingness, the flesh on his back discolored and ballooned
erratically, bubbling up in random mounds of assorted shapes and
sizes. From those tumorous lumps, twisted and bent spurs of bone
burst through, and stinking pink fluids ran out and poured onto the
floor. Mr. Almagest’s back was transformed into an uneven landscape
of oozing bloated flesh with quills of bone corkscrewing at all
angles. The changes, however, did not end there. Aftiel’s energies
also dripped down Mr. Almagest’s left arm, causing the bones and
flesh to stretch and roll with the consistency of rubber until his
arm dripped across the floor by several extra feet. The alchemist
jerked the ruined appendage toward him; it bounced about like a
thick wet noodle before stretching further and tearing off above
the elbow. The bone and flesh of the stump continued to drip away
like sap from a tree. Jordan wouldn’t have thought it possible for
the alchemist to scream any louder, but he discovered he was
mistaken. Recalling what he’d done to Becky, Jordan felt no pity as
he witnessed Mr. Almagest’s brutal end.

As awful as the transformation was to his
exterior, Mr. Almagest could feel the power bleeding through his
flesh and beginning to unravel him from within. Desperately, even
as he screamed in agony, the alchemist drew on the power of his
Philosopher’s Stone, attempting to prevent his vital organs from
fatally mutating. The alchemist did manage to halt the internal
carnage, but not without significant cost. As he exhausted his
talisman’s stored power, his body recalled its true nature. His
muscles weakened and the flesh turned sallow and wrinkled, sagging
and drooping as a sea of freckles, moles and liver spots washed
across his body. His luxurious mane of hair grayed and fell away,
leaving behind a bald and creased head. And then things worsened
further for Mr. Almagest. The world dimmed as cataracts thickened
across his blue eyes, and with a series of pops and cracks his
perfect white teeth yellowed and dropped from bleeding and shrunken
gums. He fell onto his face with a wet crunch, his screams reduced
to feeble whimpers as his life leaked away around him.

Aftiel ignored him and stepped toward
Jordan. “I have been waiting to meet you for days—to personally
test your abilities. And I see already that you are even more
unique than I’d thought.” He looked down at Jordan’s hand.

Jordan glanced down to see a glob of
Aftiel’s energy glistening there like mucus. “Gross,” he muttered,
flicking it away. The blob landed on one of the booklings, which
yelped and then promptly exploded into a cloud of confettied flesh
and paper.

Jordan had felt a vague burning sensation
when the energy struck him, but he’d been so intent on watching Mr.
Almagest’s demise that he’d tuned it out as a minor irritation.

“Interesting,” Aftiel continued. “You
naturally negate my power, which means that you must also be able
to remake power at some level. That would make us similar in
nature. You are more than a mere construct of the World Destroyers.
The Mondragoran would not have gifted a common tool with such
power. What are you?” Aftiel asked with puzzlement. “You are not
just a construct; I sense the actual power of old enemies within
you. How can this be? You are not a god.”

“Yeah, well, I played one once,” Jordan
remarked, calmly stepping toward Aftiel. Forgotten by all, Mr.
Almagest dragged his broken oozing body away as booklings harried
him, biting and chewing at his exposed and bloated flesh.

Aftiel smiled a terrible grin. “Such hubris.
Even if you are immune to my power, you fail to comprehend how
fragile the strands of reality are to those not like us—how easily
those threads can be broken.” Aftiel extended his left arm toward
Dugan, Jenna and Lori, and his corrupted energies poured toward
them. Dugan grabbed Lori and yanked her aside as Jenna raised a
palm toward the angel. His power stuck there, and as it washed
across her, a sheen of white coated her entire body.

“No!” Jordan howled in anguished fury,
throwing himself upon Aftiel. He remembered the alley; he knew what
had just happened. Aftiel had killed the woman he loved.

Jordan tore at Aftiel again and again,
slicing his face open, ripping wide furrows in the angel’s chest.
But the wounds healed instantly, although the flesh was changed
each time it regenerated until the angel’s body lost its wholesome
appearance and became a mass of discolored scars. All the while
Aftiel smiled, occasionally batting aside one of Jordan’s attacks
and stepping back to give some ground, but out of apparent
amusement rather than any obvious concern for his well-being.

Screaming in rage, his ebony eyes sparking
with flecks of burning silver, Jordan grabbed the angel’s shoulders
and released the full brunt of his Mondragoran energies into
Aftiel. A flood of Jordan’s life-consuming energy washed into the
angel, but it was like pouring his power into a bottomless well.
Jordan couldn’t grasp the angel’s life force with his essence in
order to drain it. And even as he reached for the angel’s power,
Jordan realized that it no longer felt—tasted—the same. When he’d
first sensed Aftiel’s energies near the warehouse, the angel’s
power had been alluring, a delicious nectar that he desired to feed
upon, but it now tasted sour, with a tang of decay and
corruption.

“I…will…kill…you!” Jordan growled past his
gritted shark’s teeth and blackened gums.

Aftiel suddenly moved with incredible speed,
pinning both of Jordan’s arms by the wrists with one hand and
yanking him upward. Effortlessly, he dangled the Child of Shadows a
few inches from the floor. For all his supernatural strength and
rage, Jordan was powerless in the angel’s grip.

“No revenant, you will not,” Aftiel said
with a grin, tilting his head to the side and smiling at Jordan
with his scarred face. “You are no match for me. You are mine now.
I will discover what makes you unique, and then I will remake you
as my tool—an instrument that I will use to scrape the offal of
humanity from the face of this world.”

“That’s not going to be as easy as you
think, asshole,” Jenna yelled. Jordan twisted his head around in
shock and joy to see the sorceress standing with her right fist
extended toward Aftiel, the signet of Solomon on her middle finger,
granules of salt falling from her clothes, skin and now-bald head.
As Jordan watched, a spear of liquid silver extended from Jenna’s
fist to pierce Aftiel’s chest.


Chapter
Thirty-Four

Jenna had reacted instinctively when she’d
raised her hand and cast a shielding spell to protect her from
Aftiel’s attack. Too late, she’d realized that against the angel’s
casting her defensive spell would be useless. Remembering the power
he was capable of commanding, it dawned on her that he would shred
her shielding like tissue paper. In that brief instant, Jenna knew
she had only one chance of survival against Aftiel’s power: her
transmogrification spell.

Only hours before, Seth had shown her how
she could make it function properly, but that had been through
mystical theorems on a computer screen. While she’d understood what
he’d shown her, she’d had no chance to test his method. This was
going to be a hell of a final, she reflected, closing her eyes as
Aftiel’s power stuck her hand.

She’d never encountered anything like the
angel’s energy as it touched her. It felt like her hand, and then
her body, were about to be consumed by the heart of a sun. But
Jenna didn’t panic; she didn’t have to contain the angel’s terrible
power, just change it and channel it the hell away from her. She
felt his power instantly begin transforming her clothing, her
flesh—and she allowed it to do so on a superficial level. She’d
need the angel to believe that his attack had been successful if
she was going to apply the next part of the plan that was taking
shape in her mind.

It was a peculiar feeling, allowing her
outer dermal layers and the leather of Darien’s armor to transform
to sodium chloride. But Jenna accepted the scratchy tingly
sensation as the tissues and material she wore crystallized on the
surface layers. Absently, it occurred to Jenna that her hair
probably wouldn’t survive the process, but better to sacrifice that
than her life. This is going to be the mother of all chemical
peels, she thought.

Quickly, she applied her own theorems to
reroute the power around her, then, ever so carefully, attempted to
reshape—to transform—the angel’s power. Although in her mind she
envisioned the process as akin to juggling chainsaws while riding a
mechanical bull, the first part of her spell was working. Despite
the enormous strength of the mystical energy with which Aftiel had
assaulted her, it was still just energy, and in theory all energy
could be transformed. But Jenna knew she was not capable of
containing such power for long.

Now came the final part of the spell, the
part she’d never tried before: Jenna applied the pattern that Seth
had shown her. She wrapped the conduit around the power that she’d
reshaped in preparation to redirect it. If she failed at this
point, the compressed energies would escape her, resulting in an
explosion of power that would kill not only her but probably
everyone else around her, with the exception of Jordan and
Aftiel.

To Jenna’s great relief, the pattern for the
conduit remained stable; it was maintaining the cohesion of the
energy she was transforming. Her transmogrification spell was going
to work—if she acted quickly.

Jenna opened her eyes, blinking away the
crystallized remnants of her eyelashes. She could see Jordan
savagely attacking Aftiel, but as brutal as his attacks were, it
appeared to her that Aftiel was only amused by them. He was
smirking at Jordan, toying with him. Sadly, she understood that
Jordan probably thought she was dead, but there was nothing she
could do about that at the moment. The pressure from the energy was
building around her and she would have to channel the power
elsewhere soon. She turned her head slightly—her beautiful hair and
braid falling away in fragile strands that powdered the floor
around her—toward Darien, who was watching the fight between Jordan
and Aftiel. Judging by the motions of his hands, he was about to
cast a spell. Too afraid to move and somehow lose her
concentration, she called out softly, “Darien!”

He immediately ceased his casting and moved
toward her, hands outstretched. “By the gods, you’re alive.” Dugan
also heard Jenna, but Lori grabbed his arm and held him back,
shaking her head. He waited, trusting the young seer.

“Don’t touch me,” she hissed at Darien as
the increasing pressure from the energies began to cause her
pain.

Darien halted beside Jenna and lowered his
hands.

“Get me the signet from Seth’s hand.” She
glanced toward the angel’s bloody arm, which lay against the nearby
wall. “I’ve transformed and contained Aftiel’s power, but I need to
release it soon. I want to use the signet as a focus. If it can
hurt him, maybe if I channel my power through it he won’t be able
to counter the attack.”

Darien quickly pulled the ring from Seth’s
severed hand and returned to Jenna. She wiggled the middle finger
of her right hand, which was still extended before her. The
alchemist slipped the signet onto her finger.

“You should get the hell away, in case this
goes badly,” she whispered urgently, making a fist and turning her
head slowly back toward Aftiel and Jordan.

Darien quickly backed up as Aftiel grabbed
Jordan by the wrists with one hand. Jordan was thrashing about
attempting to free himself, but Aftiel dangled him several inches
from the floor. Jenna heard the angel mocking him. Oh, hell no,
you piece of shit. Jenna embraced the great power that she had
made her own and channeled the transformed energy through the
signet, willing the power into a weapon against the angel.

Aftiel was just telling Jordan how he was
going use him as a tool against humanity. It infuriated Jenna that
the angel was threatening Jordan with his worst fear. “That’s not
going to be as easy as you think, asshole,” she screamed at
Aftiel.

Even through the fearsome visage of the
Child of Shadows, Jenna could see the relief in Jordan’s face when,
still suspended in the air, he whipped his head toward the sound of
her voice and saw that she was still alive. Then, gritting her
teeth, she envisioned a spear of silver energy impaling Aftiel
through the chest. And much to her pleasure, that was exactly what
she got.

. . . .

Aftiel was genuinely surprised when Jenna’s
silvery spear ripped through his chest, tearing through dense
muscle, pulverizing ribs, puncturing his left lung and showering
the bookcases behind him with dark blood. While the pain from the
attack was nowhere as severe as Seth’s fist in his gut, Aftiel
chose to shut down all physical sensation in his body. He didn’t
want further distractions as the sorceress’s energy crackled though
him, freezing his muscles and temporarily immobilizing him. He
would need to analyze her spell thoroughly so he could unravel it.
First my brother’s attack and now this, Aftiel sighed
mentally. He made no actual sound, though; he wouldn’t allow these
lesser beings to know they were causing him discomfort.

Once more Aftiel drew heavily from Eden’s
energies, applying the endless resources at his disposal to repair
the damage, regenerating muscle and bone and building the power
necessary to sever the spell that transfixed him.

. . . .

“Damn it, why won’t you die?” Jenna yelled
in frustration as the silver energy continued to flow from her fist
and into Aftiel. She could already feel the power that held him
dissipating, and while they were linked she could also sense that
he was rapidly repairing the damage she had done and restoring his
energy reserves. In fact, she thought it likely that he would break
her casting even before she ran out of power.

“Aftiel’s drawing from the energies around
us. He can pull in more power to repair himself than I can use to
hurt him—guys, he’s going to break free and when he’s done he’ll be
even stronger than before,” Jenna cried bleakly as Jordan managed
to twist himself free from Aftiel’s frozen grip and drop to the
floor.

Jordan looked toward Lori, who was huddled
against Dugan. “Can you tell us what to do next?”

“I…I’m not sure,” she stammered with a look
of panic. “This was as far as I forced myself to look. I hadn’t
considered altering events after this...maybe if I….” Suddenly the
young seer moaned, closed her eyes and slumped heavily against
Dugan, blood streaming from her nose.

Dugan lowered the child awkwardly to the
floor with his good arm while Darien and Jordan ran to her
side.

“What happened? Did Aftiel hurt her
somehow?” Dugan asked anxiously as Darien knelt beside Lori.

“Guys, we don’t have long,” Jenna yelled
desperately, “he’s going to break free any second!”

“She was using her abilities to alter the
future,” Jordan explained, looking back and forth between the bound
angel and Lori’s frail form.

“That’s not possible,” Darien stated firmly.
“Seers can’t change the future.”

“No, father, that’s not true.” The voice of
a young girl, but clearly not Lori’s, echoed from the seer’s pale
lips. “We can; it’s just forbidden.”

“Megaira?” Darien asked in astonishment.

“Just fragments of personality, shades of
memories that reside in this child—thoughts and feelings made whole
by the vessel that is her humanity,” the voice of Darien’s
long-dead daughter explained. “What this child has done is not
readily spoken; if it became known that seers could not only see
the future but change it, then many immortals would destroy worlds
to erase us from existence. In any case,” Megaira continued,
“altering the future takes an even greater toll on a seer’s body
and mind. Lori’s adjustments have already taken years from her life
and sanity. If you ask her to manipulate events further, you will
greatly hasten her end.”

Darien sighed. “If we don’t, then this world
may die at the hands of a mad angel.”

“You underestimate the abilities of yourself
and your friends, father. Lori has given you the opportunity to
defeat Aftiel. You need to buy yourselves more time and the Butcher
has shown you the way. Let the lines of darkness guide you and seek
the aid of the one who spoke to the man in the moon.”

“Really—riddles now?” Jordan muttered in
exasperation. “Lori said she didn’t need riddles to see the
future.”

“I’m not Lori,” the voice of Megaira
responded tersely. “Riddles may require that you discover the truth
of their meaning, but telling them doesn’t break a seer’s mind.
Solve my riddle and you can defeat Aftiel and spare this child a
few more years of life and sanity. The choice is yours.”

Lori’s eyes fluttered opened and she started
to sit upright. “I’m sorry; the Whispers don’t usually take
control.” She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. “I know
what she told you, but it doesn’t matter.” Lori looked toward
Aftiel, who was still transfixed by Jenna’s energy spear. “I’ll try
to see more probabilities before it’s too late.”

“No, wait,” Darien said, helping Lori to her
feet. “I think I know what Megaira was telling us. I know how to
buy more time and what we need to do next.” The alchemist reached
into one of his pouches and pulled out a piece of ochre chalk.
Quickly, he began to scratch a series of sigils into the floor
before the basement door. As the pattern took shape, Jordan thought
he recognized the symbols. They were the same sigils tattooed onto
Mr. Almagest’s body, only in reverse.

“Jenna, how much longer before he breaks
free?” Darien called out as he scribbled urgently upon the
floor.

“Any moment,” she groaned, her face flushed
and beads of perspiration dotting her forehead, clumping with
remnants of salt. “There’s nothing more I can do and he knows it.”
As Jenna watched, a twisted grin slowly spread across the angel’s
ravaged features. “Oh, gods, he’s about to shatter my spell!”

Darien stood abruptly and stepped away from
the basement door, brushing chalk from his hands. Then he laid a
hand flat against the wall of the store. “Please, use the last of
your spell’s energy and deposit the angel in the basement,” Darien
requested calmly.

Jenna was startled but didn’t question
Darien’s directive. Using the energy spear attached to her fist,
she lifted the angel from the floor and flung him into the basement
door just as her spell faded away. The door shattered, and Aftiel
was sent plunging down the stairs into darkness.

Darien channeled every drop of energy stored
within the foundation and walls of Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books
into the reversed sigils he’d drawn onto the floor. Now, instead of
generating an enchantment that protected against outside attack,
the pattern denied anything within it from affecting anything
outside of it. Darien had taken the energy stored around them and
effectively sealed Aftiel in mystical amber—trapping and rendering
the angel helpless.

The salt falling from her body and clothes,
Jenna moved beside Darien, wiping her face. “Even this won’t hold
him. He’ll just absorb more power and break free,” she stated with
resignation.

Darien nodded. “I realize that, but by the
time he breaks free we’ll be long gone.” Darien promptly turned and
headed toward the break room, occasionally kicking an aggressive
bookling aside as he went. “Time for a road trip.”

Curious, and with a few nervous glances at
the darkness leading to the basement, they followed the alchemist
out of the store and into the alley.

. . . .

Even with his dulled senses as he lay frozen
in the alchemist’s trap, Aftiel could hear Darien’s contempt from
above and it infuriated him. Once free—and he would be free very
soon—he would rend the flesh from the alchemist while he lived.
Aftiel would make him watch while he sucked the marrow from his
bones.

As Darien’s binding spell held him, Aftiel
drew on even more power, no longer concerned with the corruption it
contained. And as the putrid energies filled him, the angel changed
further, until he became something else…something that was no
longer an angel.

Aftiel had heard the young girl speaking
while he was transfixed by the sorceress’s spell, and as the power
built in him and he began to exert his will on the alchemist’s
binding, he decided he would have to do something about the seer as
well. Having another present who could alter reality was an
inconvenience that must be remedied.

. . . .

“Where are we going?” Jordan asked Darien as
they entered the alley from the hole that now served as the back
door to the store.

“Mooncalf Salvage,” Darien responded, moving
briskly down the alley and away from the bookstore.

“Why there?” Jenna asked, her arm
protectively around Lori’s slender shoulders as she steered her
away from some unknown fleshy creature that had apparently expired
behind the store.

“Because I’m certain that when Megaira said
to seek the one who spoke to the man in the moon, she was referring
to Caliban.”

“Ah,” Dugan muttered knowingly.

“It’s really an obvious clue, when you think
about it,” Darien continued with a tilt of his head toward
Dugan.

Jordan glanced over to Jenna, who just shook
her head. “Okay, humor me. How is it an obvious clue?” Jordan
asked.

“Caliban is a character from Shakespeare’s
Tempest. I think our Caliban chose his name in reference to
the play. He even named his place of business Mooncalf Salvage, and
“mooncalf” is another reference to Caliban from the play.” Darien
led them toward Dugan’s car, which was parked under a light
attached to the side of a building at the end of the alley.

“Still not seeing the connection,” Jordan
said as they approached Dugan’s black ’87 Buick.

“In the Tempest, Caliban speaks to a
character who refers to himself as the man in the moon,” Dugan
explained, pulling out his car keys and tossing them to Darien, who
snatched them from the air as he approached the driver’s side.
“Darien’s right, it’s got to be a reference to Caliban.”

“Got it,” Jordan shrugged. “Glad some of us
know our Shakespeare.”

“I am sure Megaira knew I was familiar with
the Bard’s work when she gave us the riddle,” Darien said as he
unlocked the vehicle.

“Caliban’s not going to be happy to see us,”
Jenna warned. “He didn’t want anything to do with Aftiel.”

“What he wants, unfortunately, is
irrelevant.” Darien opened the driver’s door. “Once we show up with
an insane angel on our heels, he won’t have any choice but to help
us. Caliban knows that an angry angel is unlikely to be concerned
with collateral damage.”

“That’s kinda harsh,” Lori commented from
beside Jenna.

“Harsh, but necessary. It isn’t just our
lives we’re trying to protect,” Darien explained, laying his arm on
the roof of the car and looking toward them. “We have a world to
worry about—and after considering Megaira’s riddle further, I
believe we may be able to use the Grand Warding at the salvage yard
to help us defeat Aftiel once and for all. Especially since his
current state makes him more vulnerable.”

“Um, at what point in our collective
ass-kicking did he seem vulnerable?” Jordan asked with surprise.
“He ripped Seth apart, melted his best buddy and shook me around
like a rag doll. Hell, not only were my physical attacks useless, I
wasn’t even able to drain his life force. Not really seeing him as
vulnerable right now.”

“And I hit him with the most powerful spell
I’ve ever created and he broke it in minutes,” Jenna added. “Even
from here, I can sense his power building. It won’t be long before
he escapes your trap, Darien.”

“All true, but what you may not have noticed
is that apart from the obvious changes in Aftiel’s physical
appearance since he tapped into this world’s energies, his energy
patterns have begun to fluctuate.”

Jenna closed her eyes for a moment. “Yeah,
now that he’s not concealing his power, I can sense that it’s
unstable.”

“Seth told us that angels did not do well
when they absorbed the energies from other worlds,” Darien reminded
them. “He mentioned that energy from other worlds could even be
poisonous to them. I believe that even though Aftiel is accessing
the energies of our world, he is not assimilating them as well as
he thinks. Judging by the fluctuations, I believe that the more
power he pulls from this world, the more likely it is he will lose
control. ”

“It’s not like we have any other options,”
Dugan huffed, easing himself into the front passenger seat.

Lori started to move past Jenna and into the
back seat. “No,” Darien said, holding her back. “You’ve done
enough; I want you to go home from here.”

“What? Why? I’ve come this far and I’ve
helped,” she sputtered.

“Yes, but this was never what we wanted.
You’ve already been placed in incredible danger. Besides, according
to Megaira you’ve done enough. Take this.” Darien handed Lori one
of his concealing gems to hide her from surveillance. “If we’re
going to finish this, it must be without you. And we don’t have
time to argue.”

Lori started to speak, then with a sigh of
frustration reached up and took the crystal. “You’re right. The
Whispers don’t lie. If you’ve guessed Megaira’s riddle correctly,
and it sounds like you have, this is your best chance.” Lori smiled
at Darien. “And thanks to me, you’ve already lived past the point
where my visions saw you guys die.”

“Just be safe.” Jenna gave Lori a quick hug
and squeezed past her into the back seat.

“We’ll get this, kid, just go home for now,”
Jordan said as he climbed into the car from the other side.

“Thank you.” Darien brushed Lori’s cheek
gently with one hand. “Now get going,” he ordered, whispering the
word that activated the gem. With a nod, Lori quickly took off down
the sidewalk alongside the alley.

“How do you know Aftiel will find us once he
breaks out?” Jordan asked from the back seat as Darien started the
car.

“Oh, I’m not worried about him locating us,”
the alchemist commented cryptically, adjusting the side mirror to
observe a small creature perched on a nearby streetlight. As they
pulled out of the alley and onto the road, the drone took to the
air in pursuit, quietly gliding after them with its ebony butterfly
wings.

Darien would have felt less smug about the
drone following them if he’d realized that its twin was heading in
the other direction. Despite the enchantments within the quartz
that were meant to obscure Lori from technological surveillance and
the sight of the undead, the last of Mr. Almagest’s drones was
clearly following her.


Chapter
Thirty-Five

Aftiel had fully repaired the damage caused
by Seth and the sorceress and, after absorbing a sea of energy from
the boundless resources this world had to offer, he was almost
prepared to break the enchantment the alchemist had used to bind
him.

The angel had to admit that the mystical
trap was an impressive display of ingenuity, given the limited time
the alchemist had available to create and activate the enchantment.
It was a pity he had to kill such a gifted individual, Aftiel
mused. Still, for all his apparent skill, the alchemist was
imprudently arrogant, much like Almagest. The alchemist thought he
and his friends would have time to escape while Aftiel lay bound,
but he was gravely mistaken. Aftiel was already fracturing the
invisible cage of energy that restrained him in the darkness. As
his body filled with power and he exerted his will on the patterns
of energy generated by the sigils, he knew it would be only a short
time before he was able to tear his way out.

The alchemist had also erred in assuming
that his concealment spell still hid himself and his friends from
the drones’ sight. Aftiel had already deduced that his tracking was
being obscured by a casting designed to block nonliving sight. It
had taken minimal effort for the angel to release filaments of his
essence through the cracks he’d generated in the trap and augment
the drones’ senses with his own. Once connected, he’d altered
Almagest’s enchantments so the mechanized fairies could see past
Darien’s obscuring spell. As he prepared to break free, Aftiel was
simultaneously tracking the alchemist in his vehicle and the seer
fleeing on foot.

Aftiel realized he’d been foolish in waiting
to partake of Eden’s unique energies. His reasons had seemed valid
at the time; he hadn’t wanted to pollute his pure, angelic nature
with what he’d considered the filth of this world. Aftiel now felt
he’d been too hasty in judging the diverse energies available to
him as unworthy. While they were alien, and not as pleasant as what
he was accustomed to as an angel, he now believed they had
something to offer.

After so easily defeating a pure angel like
Seth and recalling how casually his people had been willing to rut
with humans and birth the mongrels known as the Nephilim, Aftiel
had come to the conclusion that being an angel did not mean he’d
reached the pinnacle of creation. Now, as he felt the energies of
this world swirling within him, changing him, evolving him, Aftiel
realized that he could transcend his angelic heritage, becoming
something new and greater.

Aftiel smiled through now-jagged teeth as
the irony of the situation dawned upon him. He was not being held
in a cage but rather embraced by a cocoon! He had shaped his own
transformation, as a great being should. He was undergoing a
complete metamorphosis, shedding his larval existence as an angel
to emerge as something grand—transformed into the god he was
destined to be. Chuckling mentally, Aftiel reflected that the
alchemist had unintentionally facilitated his rebirth by binding
him. In a sense, he owed the one called Darien for advancing his
renewal. Perhaps he would be merciful and simply kill the alchemist
rather than keep him alive while he fed upon him.

It would all depend on how hungry he felt
when he located the alchemist. Becoming something new to the
universe was giving him quite an appetite.

. . . .

Aftiel exploded from the basement of Dugan’s
Finest in Rare Books eight minutes after the Buick had driven away
to Mooncalf Salvage, punching another huge hole through the alley
wall and bursting into the night sky in a shower of shattered
bricks and mortar.

Aftiel flew, or rather floated, high in the
chill night sky, angel no more. His smooth ivory flesh was gone,
replaced with a dark olive tissue that was thick and calloused,
like that of a rhino. His hair still hung past his shoulders, no
longer blond but instead a deep red, and now those shoulders each
sported a long ebony barb. The spikes curved slightly backward, and
similar black barbs, dwindling in size, ran from the base of
Aftiel’s neck down his spine and along the length of a six-foot
prehensile tail that now twitched in the air behind him.

Aftiel had also grown an extra middle finger
and thumb on each hand. Long talons the color of night curved from
each finger. He had evolved the equivalent number and placement of
toes on his feet as well. They too had long curving talons.

His sex organs had completely disappeared,
replaced with rough flesh. As a perfect god, Aftiel had no
intention of wasting his seed by mating with a lesser entity.

Aftiel looked out across the flickering
lights of Seattle with his burning crimson eyes. He inhaled,
drawing the air past multiple rows of serrated yellow teeth until
he located the scent of his quarry—the same prey he saw fleeing in
his mind through the drone’s cold camera-eye. Without the aid of
the huge bat wings of crackling scarlet energy that spread out
across the night sky behind him, Aftiel willed himself to rise even
higher. He took a moment to locate his target and, with a feral
grin, silently dove down into the city.

. . . .

As frightening as the last few hours had
been, Lori felt confident as she ran home that Jordan and the
others could defeat Aftiel. Even though it had hurt her to compel
her sight to reveal alternative probabilities, she felt it had been
worth it to save everyone.

Winded, Lori stopped running and began to
walk in the direction of her apartment building. Looking up at the
stars in the sky, she realized it wasn’t that late. Her mother
might not even have noticed she’d been gone for so long. Lori
shrugged; even if she did, she could just tell her mom she’d been
with friends. They’d both know it was a lie—Lori had no friends—but
her mother would be willing to accept that answer rather than
chance speaking with Lori for any length of time. It wasn’t that
she disliked her daughter, but she was afraid of learning things
she didn’t want to know—things that no normal person should ever
know.

From behind, Lori suddenly heard a sound
like colossal sledgehammers crashing into the ground, and the
pavement trembled violently beneath her feet. Spinning around, she
saw a green-skinned monster with red semi-transparent wings
standing on the broken and shattered sidewalk only a few yards from
her. It was smiling with a grin that held too many teeth. And as
she looked into its fiery gaze, she vaguely recognized its twisted
features. Lori realized it was not just any monster—it was
Aftiel.

Lori didn't bother trying to run. She knew
there was no point: Aftiel was too close and there was nowhere she
could go now that wouldn't result in innocents being
killed…especially her mother.

Lori pulled her cat-eared hood down with
both hands and looked Aftiel directly in his eyes. The angel's eyes
no longer glowed a pure white; instead, they burned scarlet with
specks of moldy green. We are with you always, Lori heard
the Whispers in her mind. She nodded to herself, strangely calm as
she faced the killer standing before her.

"Have you seen your death at my hands,
child?” Aftiel politely asked, with a rasping tone.

"Nope," Lori responded, surprised to hear
her voice come out strong and defiant. "Seers can't see their own
future."

"A pity. Now that I understand your role in
this play, I would have enjoyed knowing you’d seen what I intend to
do to you." The angel flexed both hands. Lori noticed that Aftiel
had extra fingers and long nasty-looking claws.

We will not let you see or feel what is to
come, the Whispers suddenly told her.

Aftiel chuckled wickedly, his currently
erratic ability to read human minds momentarily kicking in and then
fading away. "Really? No, little Whispers, you will be screaming
along with her, I promise.”

The Whispers grew quiet in her mind–they
were afraid too. Even though tears leaked from the corners of her
eyes, Lori clenched her fists tightly against her sides and did not
break her gaze with Aftiel.

"They're going to stop you. I’ve seen it,"
she said firmly. And though her words did not echo with the
otherworldly tone of the Whispers, they rang with conviction.

Aftiel's jagged grin broadened. "Foolish
seer, I too can alter the future. Once I dispose of you, I will
realign the events you have subverted to an end of my choosing.
Your friends will die, although I will amuse myself with them
first. Well—all of them will die except the revenant. I have other
plans for him." Aftiel began walking slowly toward Lori. "I wonder
how they will react when I toss them your skull after I have peeled
the flesh from it?" he commented offhandedly.

A broken sob escaped Lori, but she stood her
ground as Aftiel approached.

. . . .

Jordan, Jenna and Dugan piled out of the
Buick as Darien parked it on the sidewalk directly in front of the
closed gate leading into Mooncalf Salvage. The alchemist quickly
jumped out and pressed the blue intercom button on the metal
post.

“Caliban, you need to let us in—now!” There
was no response, so Darien punched the buzzer a few more times,
then continued speaking into the intercom as the others crowded
around him.

“Listen to me. The angel is coming after us.
He’s going to be here soon, and when he does he will kill all of
us—and it is quite probable that in the process he’ll destroy
everything in the vicinity, including this establishment and
yourself.” Darien paused, but there was still no response. “I know
you didn’t want to become involved, but you must realize that if a
mad angel runs amok on this world it will not be a place you wish
to remain. We haven’t come here without purpose; I believe if you
allow me access to your Grand Ward, I can devise a method to defeat
the angel. You may be the only chance we or this world have.
Please, Caliban, we need your help.” Silence followed Darien’s
final plea.

“Eh, I think we’re fucked,” Dugan muttered,
pulling a pack of cigarettes from an inside pocket of his
jacket.

“You lot would deserve it, too,” a voice
rumbled from behind the gate. Dugan startled and dropped his
cigarettes as the gate began to slide to the side. Caliban tromped
out of the shadows of the salvage yard, walking through the open
gate and under the light above the intercom as Dugan bent down to
retrieve his smokes.

Caliban was still dressed in his blue
overalls and red-and-black-checkered shirt, but he did not wear his
human glamour. He stood before them as a minotaur, with his long
war hammer slung over his shoulder and his magical red-lensed
pince-nez glasses perched on his dark brown muzzle. “I told you I
wanted no part of your little adventure, and yet here you are,” he
grumbled with irritation.

“We didn’t plan this—” Jenna started.

The minotaur raised a hand, cutting off her
explanation. “What did you expect? I told you angels were dangerous
fucks.” Caliban noticed Dugan’s arm, or lack thereof, as he used
his teeth to pull a cigarette from the rumpled pack. “Although it
would seem some of you have already figured that out.” Dugan
flipped his middle finger at the minotaur as he slipped the pack
back into his jacket and patted his pants in search of his
lighter.

Darien stepped forward until he was inches
from Caliban: nose to muzzle. Despite having to look up at the
minotaur, he was not intimidated. “We are not fools. We knew the
dangers all along, and we did not undertake this as an adventure.
We placed ourselves in opposition to this angel to protect those
who would otherwise perish against such an entity. Now—we have
minutes before Aftiel arrives. Will you help us? Will you give me
access to your Grand Ward?”

Caliban frowned down at Darien with his dark
eyes as Dugan, having located his silver Zippo, flicked it
one-handed and lit his cigarette while glaring at the minotaur.
Then Caliban did the unexpected: he chuckled and shook his head,
holding up a hand in mock surrender. “Apparently I have no choice.
Jeremiah contacted me a few minutes ago and said shit was hitting
the fan and that if I didn’t help you stop this angel, we’d all
lose. So come on in and help yourself to my Grand Ward,” he added
with an exaggerated sigh as he motioned them into the salvage
yard.

As Dugan passed Caliban, he looked up at the
minotaur and blew smoke in his face. Caliban’s wide nostrils
flared, but he did nothing else. “So you wasted that time screwing
with us when you intended to help us all along?”

Caliban shrugged as he followed them in.
“What can I say? I’m an asshole.”

. . . .

Aftiel was only a few feet from Lori when
two pale slender hands suddenly placed themselves comfortingly on
her shoulders. Lori leaned her head back and looked up to see who
was behind her. Ravencloak, she thought with relief. Perhaps
she would not die here after all.

“This one is not for you,” Jeremiah decreed
in his deep baritone.

“Who are you to order me?” Aftiel sneered,
pointing a clawed finger at him.

From Jeremiah’s back, thick coils of
twisting night seeped upward. Like shimmering oil, the dark cords
unfurled and expanded until great ebony wings rose up behind him.
The air grew chill as Jeremiah wrapped himself in primal energy.
“One who had no reason to fear you as an angel,” Jeremiah made a
point of looking Aftiel up and down, “and even less reason
now.”

“Do you think yourself a match for me?”
Aftiel spat, attempting to gauge the level of power that Jeremiah
was holding.

“The form you have acquired is new; do you
really wish to give it a strenuous test so early in its
birth?”Jeremiah asked softly. “I am sure you have many concerns at
the moment, so you should consider your options carefully. This
child is under my protection, so you need to be certain you really
wish to challenge me.” Aftiel sensed the pale newcomer was still
drawing massive power into himself. “Choose your enemies wisely,
once-angel.”

Uncertain of the supernatural’s abilities,
Aftiel was hesitant. He was not afraid, but he did not wish a
prolonged fight that would allow the revenant and his friends to
escape him. “I will remember this day, and I promise that you will
live just long enough to regret it,” Aftiel sneered, stepping a few
paces back.

Jeremiah shook his head. “I regret every
day; your words hold no fear for me. Go test your powers against
the Child of Shadows.”

“Child of Shadows?” Aftiel asked, tilting
his head in confusion until he realized who the stranger was
referring to. “The revenant? Fool, I have already tested his power!
The Mondragoran bastard is no match for me!”

“You deluded creature. Jordan Hanson is so
much more than you comprehend. He will not defeat you because of
his Mondragoran power. He will defeat you because, despite his torn
soul and the darkness that lurks within him, Jordan fights for the
light, and he and his friends are willing to sacrifice themselves
for the innocent. You, on the other hand, have allowed evil to
devour you from within, transforming yourself into a friendless
atrocity. You are a broken abomination that this world will not
suffer,” Jeremiah declared, as his wings flared further behind
him.

“If this world cannot suffer my presence,
then I will burn it while your savior watches!” Aftiel screamed,
extending his hand toward Lori and Jeremiah and releasing a torrent
of liquid crimson. But as the power reached for them, Jeremiah’s
black wings snapped shut around Lori and they both disappeared.
Aftiel’s power tore through the empty air, crashing into a building
that promptly began to melt into the ground.

“We shall see,” Jeremiah’s disembodied voice
echoed in the air near Aftiel.

With a howl of fury, Aftiel took to the sky
once more, determined to vent his rage on the revenant and his
friends.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Caliban had led them to
the far corner of the tall industrial shelves within the center of
the salvage yard’s metal maze when the first tremor rippled through
the air. It was followed by shock waves of energy that radiated
through the yard, vibrating the strings of lights above them, as
Aftiel pounded on the mystical barrier holding him at bay. His
assault was brutal, and the invisible dome created by the complex
weave of spells above them was flashing into reality with each
blow. The riot of color generated by the Grand Ward, normally
observable only by magical sight, was now apparent with each
strike, flaring into the visible spectrum as the Ward's defenses
denied Aftiel entry. But as the blows continued to rain down, the
barrier remained visible for longer periods and finally stopped
vanishing at all.

“Holy shit,” Caliban
commented, pulling on his braided goatee as he watched the sky
spark and crackle with color. “The bastard’s actually damaging the
defensive spells. The Ward’s augmenting the enchantments with more
energy in order to shore the defenses…this is not good.”

Darien ignored the
minotaur’s ominous remark as he glanced around the cluttered
shelves. The alchemist abruptly turned toward Caliban. “How do I
access the Grand Ward’s core coding? I need to manipulate the
initial spells that everything is layered upon; it’s the only way
to make the necessary changes to set my plan into
motion.”

“Yeah, I figured if you
were going to use the Grand Ward for something you’d need to mess
with those,” Caliban said, sliding his war hammer from his shoulder
and poking it into a section of shelves filled with an assortment
of gold and red lucky waving cat statues, like those found in many
an Asian restaurant. “That's why I brought you over here.” As the
war hammer touched the closest ceramic happy cat, it negated the
glamour that hid what was truly there. The ornaments disappeared,
leaving behind a floating three-dimensional construct composed of
pulsating sigils of raw energy. It glowed in fluctuating shades of
purple and yellow as they watched it in awe.

As he marveled at the
enchantment that served as the foundation for the salvage yard’s
Grand Ward, Jordan thought its complexity made the Eye of the
Soul's convoluted design seem like a child’s toy by
comparison.

“Oh, my, this is
impressive.” Darien whispered softly.

“What are you planning,
Darien?” Jenna asked as she too studied the enchantment's
construction.

“I’m not saying, since we
don't know what other forms of surveillance Aftiel has at his
disposal. I'm trying not to actively think about it, actually,
since we know angels can read minds. I’m hoping by consciously
reinforcing my mental shields I can keep Aftiel out long enough for
my plan to work.” Darien traced his hands around the mass of
intertwined spells without touching them. “I believe I can do what
is required with your assistance," Darien glanced at Jenna out of
the corner of his eye, "but you’ll have to follow my directions
without knowing why.”

The sorceress shrugged.
“If it’s going to keep us alive, I’ve got no problem with that.” As
if to reinforce her concern, the patterns of energy comprising the
dome began to distort from another volley of Aftiel’s
blows.

Darien turned to Caliban
and Jordan. “Aftiel’s going to break through the defenses
momentarily. I need you two to do whatever you can to delay him
reaching this section of the salvage yard until I am
ready.”

“How long?” Jordan
asked.

“As long as you can,” the
alchemist responded solemnly.

“I thought your plan was
to keep us alive?” Caliban asked with displeasure. “I don’t see
going toe to toe with the angel as being conducive to my long-term
survival.”

“I do want us to survive,
but I want to save this world more,” Darien explained. “Will you do
this?”

The minotaur shook his
head, causing the brass hoops in his ear and nose to bounce. “Fine,
but don’t expect me to be a martyr for your cause. Still,” Caliban
added as he adjusted his glasses with a thick finger and gripped
the handle of the war hammer lying against his right shoulder with
both hands, “it’s not every day you get to beat down on an angel.”
The last was said with a toothy grin.

Jordan, still wearing the
form of the Child of Shadows, smiled with his pointed teeth and
smacked the minotaur on his broad back. “Come on, let’s see who can
do the most damage. The loser can buy the winner a
beer.”

“Hell, if we survive this,
the loser can buy the winner a keg,” Caliban said with a chuckle as
he and Jordan turned and walked back toward the entrance to the
salvage yard.

Jenna watched them until
they reached the end of the aisle. “I’m surprised Caliban agreed so
easily,” she said, returning her focus to the enchantment before
them.

“I’m not,” Darien said,
continuing to trace his hands over various portions of the
enchantment, pausing occasionally to inspect a particular sigil.
“Minotaurs are brawlers by nature. Compared to most of his kind,
Caliban is calm and sedate. Don't confuse his caution with
cowardice; he understands how dangerous Aftiel is. With no serious
option remaining but to fight, it doesn’t surprise me that he would
embrace that option.”

Darien turned to Jenna.
“Alright, I think I’m ready. Let’s begin.” The alchemist pointed to
a cluster of bright yellow sigils. “Place your hand there and keep
those sigils stable while I alter the enchantment’s
core.”

Momentarily forgotten,
Dugan watched quietly as the two casters began to change the Grand
Ward’s purpose. He knew his skills were not on par with theirs, so
he saw no point in offering to help, but he couldn’t stand around
and do nothing. Drawing his Colt, Dugan turned in the direction
Jordan and Caliban had gone and walked away.

. . . .

Caliban and Jordan were
about to exit the maze of flattened vehicles and mounds of
unidentifiable metal that led to the entrance of the salvage yard
when the air was filled with an explosive sound like the shearing
of metal and the shattering of glass multiplied a thousand times.
The dome above them disappeared as the defenses surrounding
Mooncalf Salvage fell.

. . . .

“Shit,” Dugan growled, as his ears were
assaulted by the horrible shrieking crashing noise and the dome of
energy abruptly vanished. He knew that Aftiel was on his way in.
Leaning his back against a shelf filled with strange junk, Dugan
paused. He wasn’t sure what he was trying to do. He wanted to help,
but he already knew his Colt with its ensorcelled ammunition would
be useless against Aftiel; if Almagest had been able to counter it,
the angel surely could. But the idea of standing around while
others fought went against his nature. What was a one-armed warrior
without any special magical powers going to do against a fucking
angel? Dugan sighed. If only he had something that could hurt the
fucker.

At that moment, Dugan watched as what
appeared to be a gold-handled upright vacuum on the shelf across
from him suddenly disappeared, sucked into a swirling vortex of
blue and purple energy. A moment later, the same vortex spat out
something completely different: a long object of copper and brass.
Curious, Dugan walked over to the shelf. On it rested what appeared
to be an ornate gauntlet of various metals. It was a beautiful
mechanism; small cogs and gears placed between the finger joints
and wrist suggested that it was designed for fine articulate
motion. At the same time, the fingers, hand and forearm were forged
of riveted plates that looked impressively strong. The entire piece
was etched with swirling patterns of looping circles and twisting
lines. It was an amazing design, Dugan thought, a beautiful blend
of medieval and Victorian art. Steampunk. Yeah, that was the
word for it.

Looking more closely at the gauntlet, Dugan
could see that four long, thick hooks were equally spaced around
the top. Peering inside the arm, he saw that it was not hollow but
instead filled with an assortment of rods and gears. It was then
that he realized that the device was left-handed and remembered
Caliban’s words from the day before: the enchantments built into
this place are designed to help beings locate things that will help
them with their problems. Dugan slipped the Colt into its
holster inside his jacket and picked up the strange gauntlet. It
was surprisingly warm to the touch. As he held it, the claws at the
end of the arm began to twitch, and he saw the gears inside it
turning while the rods began to slide up and down. Dugan looked
down at the pink stump where his left arm had been. “Aw, what the
hell,” he muttered, placing the grasping claws and shifting gears
against his stump. Dugan’s screams were drowned out by the sounds
of combat that erupted from the entrance to the salvage yard.

. . . .

Jordan was shocked at what he saw striding
through the gate. This green, coarse-skinned creature before them
was nothing like the angel he had seen less than an hour ago, but
it was still vaguely identifiable by its mutated features as
Aftiel.

“That ugly fucking thing is an angel?” the
minotaur asked in genuine surprise.

“Um, he was looking kinda rough a while ago
and this is worse, but yeah, that’s him,” Jordan confirmed as
Aftiel stood before them with burning eyes.

“I am angel no more, revenant—I have
evolved,” Aftiel announced with a jagged smile as his wings of
crimson energy rose behind him and his tail twitched on the ground.
“I have transcended. I am a god.”

Caliban adjusted the glasses on his muzzle.
“Transcended, huh? Is that what you call it? From here, it looks
like your insides are pretty fucked up. You may be full of a
shit-load of power, Mr. Aftiel, but you’re due for a really nasty
case of indigestion at any moment.”

“How dare you mock me, you pathetic beast!”
Aftiel screamed, in a voice that sounded like sandpaper had been
dragged across his vocal cords. He held his right hand open, palm
toward Caliban, and unleashed a torrent of crimson energy. The bolt
of plasma sped directly toward the minotaur, but Caliban stood his
ground, meeting the stream of energy with the head of his war
hammer. The energy crashed into the weapon and was deflected to the
sides, away from the minotaur. Some of the liquid energy spattered
upon Jordan, but other than eating holes in his leather body armor
it had no effect on him.

“Sorry, bud, but this weapon is older than
your kind. You’re not getting to me that easily,” Caliban said as
Aftiel ceased his energy attack.

“Then I will just have to get closer,
animal.” And Aftiel was suddenly beside the minotaur.

It was too late for Caliban to escape, but
Jordan had seen this before and was better prepared. Jordan
instantly drew on the darkness within him, the power of the
Mondragoran, and applied it in a new way. He channeled it into his
arm and willed it to be stronger and faster—for energies that had
devoured worlds, such a request was nothing. Jordan successfully
grabbed Aftiel’s forearm just before he touched the minotaur.

“What—how?” Aftiel sputtered, turning his
head to glare at the Child of Shadows. This was an unfortunate
distraction for Aftiel as Caliban, utilizing the magic in his
glasses, assessed the weak points in Aftiel’s form and proceeded to
pound his enchanted war hammer into them. First he slammed the
weapon into the outside of Aftiel’s left knee, causing the angel to
twist around in surprise and agony as the bones of the knee were
crushed, then swung upward so that the spike on the reverse end of
the hammer speared Aftiel beneath his chin. Caliban then jerked the
hammer forward, tearing out Aftiel’s tongue, which was impaled on
the spike, and ripping through the front of his lower jaw in a
spray of blood, bone and teeth.

Aftiel howled, looking back to Jordan as the
Child of Shadows channeled more power into his grip. Jordan met the
angel’s fiery gaze with his eyes of night and smiled when he heard
the satisfying sound of Aftiel’s bones snapping. Shit, maybe
this will be easier than I thought. But even as Jordan reveled
in their momentary victory, Aftiel swung his wings of energy
forward, smashing them into Jordan and Caliban and sending them
flying backward into the wall of metal created by the piles of
crushed cars.

Caliban managed to block most of the force
with the shaft of his hammer—but even so, he felt several ribs
crack as he crashed painfully into the cars. Jordan suffered more
damage to his chest, multiple lacerations that ripped through his
body armor and a crushed sternum, but that was not as concerning as
the fact that Aftiel’s attack had all but severed his right arm at
the elbow. As Jordan dragged himself up from the ground, he
realized his arm was attached only by strands of tendons and flesh.
What the fuck is the deal with ripping off arms today! he
thought angrily, channeling power into the injury to knit the
tissue together again. First Seth, then Almagest, now this.
Shit, even Dugan, sorta. They were going to need a fucking support
group if this kept up.

Caliban staggered upright, using his war
hammer for support. As they watched, Aftiel rapidly healed himself
before them—regenerating the torn jaw, sealing the hole beneath his
chin and repairing the damage to his leg and arm. And while the
tissue in his lower jaw and around his arm and knee appeared
thicker and darker, he was nevertheless whole.

“Well met,” he rasped through his serrated
grin, “but as you can see I can mend anything you can do. Your
situation is quite hopeless.” Aftiel strode toward them, but the
grin disappeared from his face as he suddenly doubled over, hands
clutching his stomach. He started to gag, and green bile began to
stream from his nose and mouth.

“Eeew,” Jordan muttered.

“Just as I thought,” Caliban said with
satisfaction. “You may be able to consume huge amounts of energy,
Mr. Aftiel, but that doesn’t mean you should. According to my
analysis—” Caliban tapped the edge of his glasses—“you’ve reached a
threshold. Your ‘evolution’ is nothing more than a reflection of
your own poisoning. You’re killing yourself, you stupid shit.”
Aftiel fell to his knees, spewing liquid and chunks of
unidentifiable flesh across the ground.

“Should we attack him while he’s in Exorcist
mode?” Jordan asked, not taking his eyes from Aftiel.

The minotaur shook his head. “No; he’s
hurting, but he’s still too dangerous. He’ll recover soon enough.”
Calian nodded toward the entrance to the maze. “Besides, that’s not
the job that was given to us. Let’s continue this inside.” He
pointed behind him with his thumb. Jordan nodded and they moved
into the maze, leaving Aftiel on his knees surrounded by a growing
pool of bile.

. . . .

A terrible fire raged within Aftiel. It felt
as though his organs were liquefying as he kneeled on the ground
spewing his innards across the earth. What job? he thought
through clenched teeth, holding the rising gorge inside as the
minotaur and revenant ran from him. Then, to his mortification,
Aftiel felt a great burning rush as caustic liquids began to gush
from his nether regions. He howled in impotent fury as his body
turned against him, leaning forward and pounding his fists into the
ground. They would suffer for the ignominy they had brought upon
him. And then his bellow was reduced to feeble gagging as he
resumed vomiting green liquid.

. . . .

“So do you know what was happening back
there?” Jordan asked as he supported the minotaur with an arm
around his waist. They were navigating a portion of the maze that
would lead Aftiel away from the center of the salvage yard.

“I have a theory,” Caliban grunted through
the pain of his broken ribs. “The angel—or whatever he is now—is
probably right when he claims he’s evolved. His power is certainly
reaching god-like proportions—but when I look at him through my
lenses he’s just wrong. Everything inside him, both physically and
mystically, is all bunched up and twisted. With all the power he’s
holding, he should’ve been able to kill us easily, but he couldn’t
access all of it. He hasn’t realized that the more power he draws
into himself, the more he’s damaging himself, and the more damage
he does the more it requires, probably on an unconscious level,
that he apply more resources to repairing that damage. He must have
drawn a shit-load to break through the Grand Ward’s defenses, but
now he’s reached a tipping point where, even though he has enough
mystical energy to wipe us out, he can’t really use it all. I bet,
given time, he could adapt to the situation, but he’s got such a
hard-on to kill you guys I don’t think he’s realized the catch-22
he’s put himself in.”

“Yeah, he’s kinda crazy. He hadn’t seen one
of his own kind in thousands of years, and his reaction to meeting
another angel was to pull his head off,” Jordan explained as they
rounded a corner.

“Really?” The minotaur shook his head.
“That’s fucked up. You guys are making nasty enemies, you
know?”

Jordan shrugged. “Yeah, what can I say, it’s
a gift.”

There was a tremendous thump followed by a
squeal of metal as the section of the wall just before them and to
the right suddenly toppled into the aisle, preventing Jordan and
Caliban from moving further. As they watched, Aftiel clambered over
the toppled wreckage and dropped down into the aisle. He looked the
worse for wear and smelled that way too.

“Dude, you smell like shit,” Jordan said
sarcastically. Then he saw the steaming liquid coating Aftiel’s
legs and tail. “Oh,” he mumbled.

Aftiel didn’t respond; he just howled in
rage and humiliation and threw himself at the Child of Shadows.
Jordan pushed Caliban away, yanking the war hammer from the
minotaur’s grasp and swinging it toward Aftiel’s chest. But Aftiel
flipped his body to the side so the hammer shot past him, then
grabbed the shaft of war hammer midway and tore the weapon from
Jordan’s grasp, slinging it into the wreckage at the end of the
aisle.

Jordan jumped a few feet back. He didn’t
want Aftiel to lay hands on him again, because Jordan wasn’t sure
if he could break his grip. He also didn’t want to be covered in
angel shit.

“I wanted to make you into a great weapon,
revenant, but I think I would prefer to kill you now,” Aftiel
hissed.

“You’re not the first, lizard face. Give it
your best shot,” Jordan taunted him.

“Gladly,” Aftiel roared, and sprang toward
Jordan.

A large figure suddenly darted past Jordan,
interposing itself between him and Aftiel. It swung a shinning fist
toward Aftiel and struck him directly beneath his chin. There was
an impressive crunch, and Aftiel was sent flying over the pile of
metal blocking the aisle to crash further away. “Dugan?” Jordan
asked in surprise. Dugan turned and smiled.

“How’d you do that?” Jordan asked in awe as
Caliban hobbled over to retrieve his war hammer.

“Apparently the salvage yard decided I
needed this,” Dugan flexed the gauntlet attached to his arm. “I
wanted something to hurt an angel. And I got this.”

“Awesome,” Jordan said, impressed. “What
else does it do?”

“No clue, my boy. But we’ll have time to
figure it out later. Let’s get moving to the center. I think
Darien’s almost ready.”

Supporting the injured minotaur on both
sides, Dugan and Jordan retraced their steps and returned to the
middle of the salvage yard.

. . . .

Aftiel lay on his back, staring up at the
stars as his tongue hung wetly on his neck. Dugan’s blow had
pulverized most of his lower jaw and knocked out the rest of his
teeth, leaving his mouth a ragged ruin with the tongue flopping out
by the root.

Aftiel decided at that moment that he should
stop toying with his prey. Clearly the vermin could bite, so it was
time to exterminate them. But he needed to be cautious; he had to
acknowledge that he was having difficulties with this new form. The
dullness to his senses and the unpleasant biological reactions of
his body were symptoms of the stress he was causing. He was pushing
his new form too far after the recent transformation. All the
energy he was absorbing and expending was placing an incredible
strain upon him. It was clear now that he had drawn in more power
than his body was prepared to hold, and the assortment of energies
were coming into conflict because he had not given himself the
appropriate amount of time to assimilate them. He needed to pace
himself, to give his new form time to adjust.

Not bothering to repair the damage to his
face, Aftiel willed himself to levitate above the wreckage, his
wings of energy spreading out. Once above the metal maze, he was
able to see his quarry fleeing. They were moving to the center of
this place.

Aftiel preferred a more personal touch when
dispatching his opponents, but he had to accept that this was not a
necessity. He could easily kill the revenant and his friends
without being in close contact. For instance, he could drop some of
these crushed vehicles on them or hurl destructive energy at them
from the heavens until he burned them from existence. Yes, there
were other options.

What are you planning, little
creatures? Aftiel wondered as he floated across Mooncalf
Salvage. And what was your job? It was clear to his sight,
as Aftiel slowly pursued them, that the center of the salvage yard
was not filled with tall metal shelves but rather with powerful
partitions between realities. It was obvious that the Grand Ward of
this place was designed to be a nexus between those realities—a
joining of endless places for a reason Aftiel could not be bothered
to completely fathom. But analyzing the structure of the
partitions, it seemed likely that they were intended to generate
conduits for transporting matter to this world and perhaps for
removing it as well. Maybe that was the answer. The alchemist was
trying to take them all to a safer place. Of course, Aftiel
thought, the fools were attempting to delay him while the
alchemist generated an escape route. He laughed inside.
If only they realized he could easily navigate any route of escape
they took. They could dart and twist all they liked through
numerous realities, but he would be able to track them. I will
so enjoy crushing your pathetic hopes, he gloated as he floated
toward the walls of mystical energy.

. . . .

They were all standing at the end of an
aisle as Aftiel drifted toward them: the alchemist, the revenant,
the sorceress, the minotaur and the human. Clearly they’d failed in
their escape attempt. Like mindless sheep, they awaited their
slaughter.

Have you accepted the futility of escape
and decided to offer yourselves to me? Aftiel whispered into
their minds. It is too late for that now. Your chance for mercy
has passed.

No, Aftiel, we have other plans, the
alchemist responded coldly, looking up at the ruined creature that
had once been an angel. For the briefest moment, Aftiel was able to
read Darien’s mind, and to his horror he realized it was too
late.

Darien brushed his hand across the core
enchantment, awakening it to a new purpose.

A small blue and purple maelstrom of energy
briefly appeared upon Aftiel’s shoulder—then quickly disappeared,
taking that portion of Aftiel’s shoulder with it. In its wake was
left a hollow tunnel of bleeding flesh.

A dozen swirling patches blossomed across
Aftiel’s wings, and when they disappeared, his wings were no more.
The pain sent Aftiel crashing to the earth. He huddled, crouched
low, his body violently shaking, attempting to draw more power, but
the miniature portals continually erupting on his body were not
just taking his flesh but absorbing his power; they were pulling
him apart.

Countless tiny doorways peppered Aftiel’s
body within seconds, leaving behind bloody holes in his chest,
belly, groin, arms, legs and tail. One erupted above Aftiel’s left
eye, taking the eye and that portion of his skull with it to
another place.

As they watched, Aftiel’s body was decimated
by the dimensional portals appearing upon it and randomly
transporting sections of his flesh and energy to places elsewhere
in the cosmos. They could actually see through portions of Aftiel’s
body and into the aisle beyond as he crumpled onto his knees. The
once-great angel had been whittled away into a bleeding, shredded
lump of meat.

Aftiel attempted to draw on his dwindling
reserves to block the portals, but with his power drained so
suddenly he realized it was hopeless. This wasn’t even an attack,
exactly; the portals were simply transporting matter and energy, as
they were intended, except now they had been configured to
transport only one type of matter and energy—his. Aftiel silently
cursed the stranger with the wings of night. He had been correct
when he said Aftiel would be defeated by the revenant and his
friends.

Darien walked toward Aftiel. You should
never have come to this world, angel. You do not belong here, and
now it is time for you to leave once and for all, he whispered,
with no pity or remorse for the former angel.

All you had to do was love me. I would
have protected you. I would have ruled you, Aftiel responded
weakly.

Exactly, Darien replied, willing the
Grand Ward to open a single larger portal behind what remained of
Aftiel. His broken, ragged body was ripped into the swirling blue
and violet whirlpool in a spray of fluids, and when the portal
closed Aftiel was gone.


Epilogue

He could not recall who he had been as he
lay on his back among the dead leaves and fallen pine needles,
staring up at the grey sky with his one eye. He felt that he had
been great once, perhaps a god, but those feelings were clouded by
pain, which obscured the details.

He felt that he had been betrayed—many
times. He recalled hollow feelings of despair and loneliness, too.
He had redeemed himself, but then it had gone wrong.

Weakly, he turned his head to the side,
causing his tongue to flop on the ground; it was difficult to keep
track of it without a lower jaw. He sensed another creature
approaching through the woods. He attempted to focus his awareness
upon the interloper, to drive it away, but its mind was more
elusive than the creatures that had approached before—the
four-footed animals that had attempted to feed upon what was left
of him.

It had been a series of minor battles since
he had been deposited here days earlier. Having only stumps for
arms and legs and still bleeding though numerous holes in his
torso, it had been difficult driving the scavengers away. He’d
relied on the dregs of energy lingering in him and the power of his
mind to protect what little remained. But by sheer willpower he had
succeeded.

In time he would remember, but he was
gravely injured, more so than ever in his existence. But he was
patient, he recalled that much. He could abide here, in these cold
isolated woods, until his strength and memories returned. He would
avenge himself against those who had betrayed him.

The dim light from the cloud-covered sun was
suddenly blocked as a figure leaned over him.

“There you are, my master,” a voice
whispered from above, mist trailing into the air with the faint
words.

He focused on the distorted being: a wizened
one-armed creature of shriveled flesh with a humpback, dressed in
stinking rags.

“You don’t remember me, do you?” the
stranger asked softly, kneeling beside his helpless form. The
visitor reeked of decay, and two smaller creatures were perched on
the stranger’s shoulders. Spindly things of metal and dried flesh,
they watched him with one single cold eye each.

“Let me help you recall.” The stranger
placed a dry hand gently on his fevered brow.

Memories flooded into him. Memories of who
he was, what had happened.

You came for me, my faithful servant,
Almagest, Aftiel whispered into the alchemist’s mind with
relief.

Yes, I came for you, my angel, the alchemist
responded, squinting down at Aftiel with cataract-covered eyes. I
prepared for the possibility that we might be separated…I planned
for many possibilities. I left a single enchantment buried deep
within myself, a locater spell as it were, along with the
imperative to find you if you remained alive.

And you have found me. You will take me from
this place, help me recover and I will make you great as I take my
vengeance upon this world.

The alchemist proceeded to cough violently
into his hand until it filled with dark blood. A moment, my
master, he apologized.

Of course, Aftiel responded. I sense that
you are in considerable pain, but have no fear. Once I am
recovered, I will fix all that is wrong with you. Aftiel began to
plan his revenge against the revenant and his friends.

Do not concern yourself, Mr. Almagest
replied, staring blindly at the tiny object he’d coughed into his
hand. He rolled it smoothly back and forth between his forefinger
and thumb, and it sparkled as it caught the faint light from above.
I have already found a way to repair myself. And Mr.
Almagest laid his Philosopher’s Stone upon Aftiel’s chest.

. . . .

Jordan pushed aside the black plastic tarp,
entering the darkness of the bookstore through the hole that had
been the alley door. He navigated his way through the remnants of
the break room, still surprised, as he passed through the carnage,
that the lime green sofa had somehow survived the chaos.

He stepped carefully over the toppled
bookcases and debris that littered the ground floor, keeping his
eyes peeled for vicious booklings. They had spent the better part
of a day, after defeating Aftiel, attempting to locate and destroy
the twisted remnants of the angel’s battle. Darien felt certain
they had succeeded in exterminating the monstrosities, but Jordan
had his doubts. He expected it was only a matter of time before
they heard a news report or saw something on the internet about
living books that bit people. Jordan shuddered involuntarily as he
walked up the staircase to the second floor. He could only hope
Darien was right—those things freaked him out.

The second floor wasn’t as badly damaged as
the first, Jordan reflected. With the exception of a burned and
water-damaged portion, it was relatively unscathed. Darien had said
it would take a few months, but thanks to agreements he had with
certain individuals to remain nameless, they would have Dugan’s
Finest in Rare Books up and running again.

Jordan turned the corner of the bookcases
leading to his and Jenna’s apartment. Although the enchantment that
caused people to ignore this section of the store no longer
existed, since Darien had drained all mystical energy from the
store, the keypad to their apartment was still functional and kept
the third floor secure. Jordan laid his hand upon the dark glass
panel set in the center of the metal door, causing it to slide
quietly aside. As he walked up the short flight of stairs, Jordan
could hear laughter from above.

Entering their apartment, the only section
of the store that hadn’t suffered damage from their battle with
Aftiel and Almagest, Jordan could see his friends, old and new,
talking happily. Dugan, Darien and Caliban—without his glamour—were
standing around the kitchen counter with a glass of wine each,
discussing the merits of the small oak keg that the minotaur had
brought. Caliban had decided that since it was Darien’s
manipulation of the Grand Ward that had eventually defeated Aftiel,
the alchemist had won the bet regarding who had done the most
damage. Since Darien didn’t like beer, the minotaur had brought him
a small cask of wine instead.

Dugan still looked odd without his bushy
beard. Then again, his stubbled face was the least of his recent
alterations, Jordan thought, as Dugan used his clockwork arm to
pour himself another drink.

Jenna was on the leather sofa chatting
happily with Lori, who sat beside the sorceress with her legs
curled beneath her. Jeremiah, meanwhile, was standing quietly to
the side, looking a little lost.

“You okay, bud?” Jordan asked, patting
Jeremiah on the shoulder as he walked into the living room and
approached the TV.

“Yes, I’m quite fine. I prefer to just
observe, if that’s all right?”

Jordan could sense, through a connection the
two of them now had when in close proximity, that his response was
genuine; Jeremiah wanted to be with them but was uncomfortable
making small talk. “Sure, just sit back and watch if you want.
Besides, with tonight’s agenda, watching is just fine.” Jeremiah
smiled with obvious relief.

Jordan pulled a square object from the
plastic bag he’d brought with him and began unwrapping it.

“Oh, you did find another one?” Jenna asked,
adjusting the blue knit cap she’d taken to wearing until her hair
grew back.

“Yeah, it took a little searching, but I
found another box set. Come on over and get comfortable, guys,”
Jordan called to Darien, Dugan and Caliban.

As Jordan slid a DVD into the PS4 beneath
the wide-screen TV, Lori leaned up against Jenna, while Dugan and
Darien sat on the rug in front of the television. Caliban carried
the small keg on his shoulder and stood beside Jeremiah, who
watched curiously from behind the sofa.

Jordan grabbed the remote and bounced up on
the sofa next to Jenna as the electronic opening music of Dr. Who
began.

“Let the Tom Baker marathon begin,” Jordan
said contentedly, putting his arm around Jenna, while Darien and
Dugan clinked glasses and Caliban took a swig directly from the
keg.

“Who’s Tom Baker?” Jeremiah and Lori asked
simultaneously.

. . . .

From across the street, atop an adjacent
building, three figures observed the bookstore under a clear night
sky. Two stood, while the third, the smallest, sat at the edge of
the roof and swung his legs in the air.

They were all very different. One was an
older white male, completely bald and dressed in a charcoal gray
three-piece suit. Another was an Asian woman of indeterminate age
wearing a colorful sundress, with streaks of turquoise running
through her long black hair. And the third was an African-American
boy around eight or nine years old, wearing worn jeans and a blue
Spiderman T-shirt. They seemed to have nothing in common, unless
one looked closely and noticed that they all had eyes of darkest
black with sparks of silver darting through them.

“So this is where he lives?” the woman asked
eagerly.

“Yes, for some time now,” the older man
responded.

“What shall we do now that we have located
him?” the boy asked, turning to look up at the older man.

“I think we should wait for now, until we
learn more about him and his friends,” the man answered.

“That’s boring,” the woman stated
petulantly.

“I agree,” said the boy.

The old man sighed. “Very well—how about we
travel to Oregon, where much of it began? I am sure we can find
something to play with there while we gather information.”

The woman clapped her hands happily, and the
boy smiled. The old man nodded as they came to agreement.

They watched Dugan’s Finest in Rare Books
through most of the night, but by sunrise they had departed.
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