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The London fog had eyes tonight. Ugly, yellow eyes with slits for pupils. Eyes that seemed to hover without body, suspended in the mist. Watchman Edward Norrington knew nothing about them as he slowly made his usual rounds under the gaslight lamps in the yard of St. Katherine’s Dock, but he would see them soon. All too soon.
Light fog had settled over the city earlier in the evening, creating tepid halos around the lamps that lined the cobblestone streets. Despite the fog, the air was crisp and cold but clean and free of the usual smells of the city because of the wind that had prevailed during the day. It was late October and, clearly, it would be snowing soon.
The eyes in the fog did not blink. They seemed to hide in the mist with their translucent stare, but their gaze was firmly trained upon the night watchman.
For fifteen years, Norrington had been walking this part of the gates, and as he did every night, he slowly came down the rough stairs that connected the gate with the other side of the building. The stocky man looked over the city as he descended, noticing the lights being dimmed by the mist and losing themselves in the darkness of the night.
“Always with the bloody knees,” he cursed under his breath as he labored down the stairs. His arthritis always gave him trouble with the onset of the cold season.
Norrington’s breath came in short bursts and to slow his racing heart he directed his eyes towards the Thames, towards the looming dark shape of a tall ship tied up along the pier, lightly swaying in the water.
He shivered for a moment, unaware of the greedy eyes on his back and the strange mist that began to form around them. It might have been but a swirl of fog condensing in the air, except for its odd green tint.
Barely visible in the lazy fog, Norrington thought the river looked surprisingly dull on this day, with only occasional speckles of light reflecting on the water. He ran his eyes over the outline of the dark ship, and as so many times before, he wondered what it would be like to set sail and see the world. He had never left England; barely ever set foot outside of London, in fact. The thought of visiting foreign countries unsettled his senses as much as it fascinated him. Norrington rubbed his hands together for warmth and pulled his earlobes, deep in thought.
Behind him, the mist in the doorway had begun to grow steadily, its color becoming more vibrant in a noxious green. The cloud grew and, for a moment, it seemed as if a claw had appeared out of the undulating mist, reaching for the old man. But the talons were gone in a flash when the distant cracking of a whip cut sharply through the silent air.
The sound yanked Norrington out of his reverie and brought his thoughts back to his business at hand. Another crack of the whip rent the air, followed by the thundering clatter of a horse-drawn carriage. He pulled up the collar of his coat as his breath formed small clouds in the cold night air.
Behind him the eyes hovered greedily.
The familiar noises from the docks came to Norrington’s ears: the distant rumbling of wooden shipping crates being moved and hauled, the muffled talking and yelling of men at work, and the thumps that accompanied cargo being moved off the large sailing ships.
The old watchman was tired and unsuccessfully tried to hold back a big yawn as he slowly approached the black, cast-iron gate to make sure it was properly closed. He heard a carriage approach from the yard, and with slow shambling movements, he unlatched and swung open the gate just as the horses pulled around the corner.
“Cold night tonight, ain’it?” the driver said in response to Norrington tipping his hat as the carriage slowly pulled up. The rusty hinges protested loudly when Norrington closed the gate and watched the two horses draw the low carriage into the enveloping darkness.
Once again thoughtful, he looked over the roofs of London, the warm lights inside houses. “Must be nice and cozy in those beds,” he whispered bitterly to himself.
The green mist approached him stealthily now with its hungry yellow eyes. The claw was back, a serpentine waft of thin fog, suffused by a strange green glow.
Norrington shoved his cold hands back into his coat pockets and prepared to continue his rounds, when a strange whiff entered his nose. It was an unpleasant scent unlike any he had ever smelled before‌—‌tangy and almost sulfuric. Immediately, a sick feeling festered inside his stomach, a sense dawning on him for the first time that something was not right. Curiously, it seemed a gust of wind had rustled the bottom of his long, heavy overcoat just then. Norrington looked down and froze in horror!
The green mist was coiling up his legs. Constantly undulating, it quickly worked its way up his thighs and across his chest. Pulsating as though energized with some inner light, it moved quickly and in absolute silence.
Norrington tried to shake it off, lightly at first then more vigorously, fueled by surmounting horror. His pulse pounded deafeningly in his ears, cold sweat made him shiver. The only sound he could produce was a silent scream‌—‌no sound at all. Paralyzed in terror, he watched the mist reach eye level. The wicked, snake-like eyes stared back at him while the vaporous shape wrapped itself around his body in a deathly coil.
His fear turned into mental anguish, an intolerable nightmare of visions and hallucinations.
Petrified, Norrington found that his body no longer obeyed. Panic arrived too late as the mist strangled the last breath out of him. In manic desperation he gulped for air that never filled his lungs. Another horrifying sensation set in. He felt thirstier than ever before; parched, in fact. Completely enveloped in the green mist, his flesh rapidly dried to a leathery state.
He felt the skin around his eyes beginning to wrinkle and then crack, while excruciating pain wracked his entire body. A black abyss opened up in his mind‌—‌darkness with a thick, ominous viscosity that poured through his senses and rushed downward into a void.
Time seemed frozen, the torment never-ending. Norrington watched the abyss grow ever so slowly. It became more encompassing and began to engulf all of his mind, his senses, and finally, his entire body. The gurgle that escaped his throat was barely more than a husky rasp.
The ugly, yellow eyes seemed to mock the old man and when at last the deadly mist let go of Edward Norrington, his lifeless body succumbed to the assault and dropped heavily to the ground like a rag doll. All over his body, his skin was leathery, cracked with wrinkles, like a raisin. The contours of his skull forced themselves outward through the remains of his face, while his sunken eyes and mouth were wide open in the grimace of that horrible silent scream.
*
Close-hauled, the Duendes Del Sur had sailed into the docks sometime after dark. A small brig hailing from Spain, the ship was to be unloaded and immediately continue its journey back down the river, into the Channel and off to the west, along the coast to Liverpool.
“That was the last of the boxes,” a Chinese worker mumbled audibly in Cantonese. He approached his foreman who, in turn, checked his manifest to make sure the entire load had been hauled off the small brig. For the past three hours, dockworkers had been roaming about, heaving the heavy wooden freight crates off the ship using the ship’s rigging as a crane. They had stacked them along the quay where they could be picked up and loaded onto wagons to take them to their final destinations. The ship had been the center of activity for the longest time, but now the workers were disappearing one by one as the last of the freight boxes were removed from the lower deck and stacked onto the pavement.
The men made their way along the side of the ship until they reached the foredeck. There, they signaled the ship’s captain. They helped cast off the heavy cables that tied the ship to the quay, and within minutes the Duendes Del Sur was on her way, quickly widening the gap as the first of the jib sails lay into the wind.
“So, my little sister tells me you want to take her out.” The older of the men grinned at the other as they watched the ship disappear in the darkness. “You know, I told her not to talk to strangers, especially if they have bad teeth like you.”
“At least I still have my teeth—” the other man countered in jest, but never completed his sentence. A glowing green trail of vapor appeared out of the darkness in front of them. The men gasped as the glow intensified rapidly. Despite the wind, the mysterious fog drew closer, defying all laws of physics, and barely able to contain themselves, the men began to tremble. One of them kicked his heavy boots, trying to shake off the mist that had started to climb his legs. The strong, pungent smell that filled his nostrils choking him. It became more acrid as the mist rapidly began to circle both men, binding them together in a snaking trail of vapor that seemed to glow and pulsate from the inside.
The men’s struggle was fruitless. As horror lanced their bones, they realized that they were no longer able to move their limbs‌—‌the mist had paralyzed everything, except their senses. A set of eyes appeared in the mist. Reptilian and evil, the searing stare from those eyes bore right into their minds. Helplessly, they gave themselves over as the black abyss of oblivion opened up and allowed themselves to be sucked up in the torrent. It was entirely without a struggle that the men noticed their bodies go limp. Their skin wrinkled and dried up in a single, tormentous flash of horror.
After dropping their shriveled bodies to the ground, the mysterious haze had grown in intensity as well as in volume. Much denser now, the mist quickly spread here and there, reaching out, probing trails between the wooden crates as if searching them one by one. It became more and more frantic as it trailed from one crate to another, and eventually began wafting over nearby storage boxes from other ships.
Wrong, the vaporous creature thought to itself. Not here!
Once again, the mist began to descend upon the stacked crates, darting between the storage boxes and probing everywhere in vain. A hint of agony flickered to life in its mind.
Without delay, the mist then spread thinly over the ground, covering almost the entire width of the quay. After hovering like this for a moment, and creeping forward very slowly, it began to concentrate in a single spot. All of its mass suddenly drifted toward that one location where faint wet trails of carriage wheels could be seen.
Gone! The realization burned the creature. Too late!
The precious crate! It had already been picked up and was now out of its reach, on its way to its new destination. Father! No!
Like furies, the mist exploded in all directions before it pulled itself together into a single, billowy cloud. Then it began to retreat and lose itself in the cold night air, but not before giving the two lifeless bodies on the ground a violent yank that sent them flying across the yard. The bodies crashed into a bollard and then disappeared from sight as they dropped into the murky waters of the Thames below.
*
The bright morning sun sent its warming rays straight through the window onto the coffee table with its hearty, appetizing breakfast and a steaming cup of coffee. Jason Dark took a long sip, enjoying the aroma of the freshly prepared brew, while he was slowly browsing the newspaper in front of him.
Dark was a lean, handsome man in his mid-thirties with dark brown hair. A bushy, dark mustache and heavy brows accented his features. His hair was a bit too shaggy for current fashion tastes, but he simply preferred it that way. Not only did it make him look rather unique among London’s gentlemen, but he also found it significantly less bothersome to take care of. The thought of having his hair trimmed neatly every other day, having to use all sorts of lotions, waxes and oils to keep it smooth, shiny and in perfect shape, did not, quite frankly, meet his understanding of a comfortable lifestyle.
Lazily, with slight boredom, he glanced over the page he held in his hand. Prominently featured at the top was an article about the Tay Bridge Disaster, complete with a wonderful illustration of the broken bridge. The accident, which had taken a train, six carriages and seventy-five souls to their fate, was still on everyone’s minds as the investigation into the disaster continued. With interest, he read the article and, once again, admired the accompanying illustration. Clearly, the Illustrated London News had acquired some of the best sketch artists in the country.
Dark scanned other articles on the page quickly and noticed another item of interest. A recently discovered portrait of Italian violin virtuoso, Niccolò Paganini, painted by fellow countryman, the Macchiaioli, Giovanni Fattori, had thrown the art world into a fever pitch. The particular point of interest was that no one had known the painting even existed. It had been found among the relics of a recently deceased private collector in Spain, and was one of the few portraits Fattori had ever produced. Quite evidently it must be of outstanding quality to cause the jaded London art critics to stand on their heads like this, thought Dark. A tentative smile played around his lips.
“’To be auctioned off at the respectable Victor Arwas Gallery in the West End,’” he read aloud before putting the paper down.
A light rap on the door interrupted Dark’s amused thoughts about art critics and their hair-raising interpretations when it came to judging the quality or value of an art piece.
“Come in,” he replied loudly.
“Beggin’ your pardon…” A young girl entered, wearing a neatly ironed white apron. With a shy look on her face, she tiptoed across the carpet and curtsied. “This package has just been dropped off for you, sir.”
She handed Dark a small bundle wrapped in brown paper. With a brief glance, Dark scanned the address label. “Ah, the lab materials that Herbert promised to send over. Very good.”
As the girl left, a tall woman stepped into the room. “Good morning,” she curtly acknowledged the girl, and sat down at the table with Dark, giving him a warm smile.
“Good morning, Barbara,” Dark said over a sip of coffee. “Beautiful morning, isn’t it?”
“Beautiful, indeed,” Lady Wellesley replied with a warm voice. Her eyes lit up as she took a first sip of coffee from her own cup.
Now in her late fifties, Lady Wellesley was his widowed sister-in-law who had lived with him for the past eight years. She had always been a good friend to him, and he had known her since he was a child. After his brother, Horatio, had passed away unexpectedly, Dark thought it was only appropriate for him to give her support and a home, while she in turn would have something to keep her occupied. The understanding was mutual and he had never looked back. She took care of the house and oversaw the staff, as well as Dark’s own well-being, with never-ending patience and diligence.
“Did you see that Mr. Henry Irving is playing Shylock in The Merchant of Venice at the Lyceum this season?” she asked. She had noticed the good spirits radiating from Dark this morning and was more than happy to have some light conversation. “And Miss Ellen Terry is playing Fortia. Well worth a visit, I should say.”
“Indeed, it should,” Dark replied cordially. “Let me see if I can get seats for one of the performances, and I would be happy to take you one of these nights, Barbara.”
“That would be wonderful, but I couldn’t possibly expect you to go to town and be seen with an old owl like myself.”
They finished their breakfast, and in time, the maid reappeared quietly. With downcast eyes, she approached the table. It was not until Lady Wellesley gave her an almost unnoticeable nod that she began cleaning up the coffee table where Dark had just set down his empty cup. A quiet clatter of porcelain arose as she dexterously handled all the dishes, plates and cups, and managed to carry them all through the room. All the while, Lady Wellesley’s eyes had been upon her, observing every move, ready for immediate critique, Dark knew. With a satisfied smile, she rose and followed the girl.
Before she reached the door, she turned slightly and said with a sly smile on her face, “I suppose you have noticed that little item on page three of the paper this morning?”
Dark had no idea what she was referring to and his curiosity immediately got the better of him. He picked up the paper, looked for the page in question, and rapidly scanned the headlines. At first it appeared as if there was nothing of real interest, but then he saw it. A short paragraph that was indeed quite remarkable.
Night guard comes to an end
A dockyard night guard at St. Katherine Dock has been found dead last night. Police examiners determined that the man obviously died while walking his rounds during the night shift. A fellow guardsman, who had the following shift, found the man lying face down on the floor. When he rushed over to help, and turned over the body, he noticed that the man’s skin was heavily wrinkled and shriveled. Upon closer examination, he told this reporter, the body was in a condition that he described as “dried up.” Police suspect no foul play and officially announced a heart attack as the cause of death. The man has been identified as Edward Norrington of Spitalfields.
Hardly a noteworthy article, were it not for a small peculiarity‌—‌the mention of the man’s desiccated, shriveled condition.
Thoughts raced through Dark’s mind. Questions and doubts. He folded the newspaper and dropped it back onto the table. He slowly raised his eyes aimlessly and looked out the window of his reading room onto Sandgate Street.
Murder? he wondered. Or a case of a reporter taking liberties with his prose?
What if there possibly was some truth to this extraordinary claim that the man’s body had dried up? 
After a short while, he decided that it was nothing to be concerned about and shook his head. He snatched up the bundle that had just arrived and went next door to his laboratory. In most of his free time, he experimented on a variety of things that all had to do with the supernatural in one way or another. The many gadgets he had built over the years were like nothing anyone had ever seen.
Prime among these devices and inventions was a special crossbow that reloaded automatically and used strange arrows with canisters for projectiles. Countless vials, bottles and flasks of all shapes, sizes and colors lined the shelves, and only Dark knew the contents or workings of each of them.
With a sweeping brush of his arm he cleared the littered workbench to make room for his package. He slowly unwrapped the bundle and produced a small, rough wooden box with the words Handle With Care printed across the top.
Why would the skin be wrinkled and dried? his thoughts once again trailed back to the newspaper article.
With some caution, he pried the lid open using his fingers. Some unusual test vials, filled with powders of various colors and shades, were revealed. Carefully, he picked them up, one by one, and checked their contents in deep concentration. He sorted them onto another shelf and then suddenly halted.
Police determined that the man obviously died? Again his thoughts turned back to the news report, quoting a strange passage from it. Why did his thoughts keep coming back to it?
He made up his mind; it was an incident well worth investigating to see if there could be more to it than what the newspaper clipping suggested.
In a hurry, he left the laboratory. He grabbed his coat and cane while racing down the stairs before calling out to Lady Wellesley in passing.
“I shall be back shortly.”
He stomped through the front door and into the sunlit streets of Southwark, a quiet suburb of London, where he hailed a hansom cab with a loud whistle.
*
“Blasted rich people,” the carriage driver had complained. “Makin’ me come out ‘ere in the middle of the night.”
“Sorry.” The dock foreman shrugged his shoulder. “The freight orders were quite clear. This ‘ere crate has to be delivered to the designated address tonight!”
The cabbie examined the wooden shipping box that had been unloaded from the Duendes Del Sur. The word Fragile was stenciled on all sides in large letters. With the help of two workers, the driver carefully slid the box onto the back of the loading bed and tied it down with a number of ropes. He checked to make sure the box wouldn’t slide before he took his seat at the front, and with a short whistle and some quiet words, urged his two horses on.
Slowly, they trotted down the yard where the sound of their hoof beats echoed loudly around them as they were reflected back from the high surrounding walls. The carriage rolled through a small gate, and one more time the driver checked the freight papers for the correct address of delivery. Despite his general outrage over the late-night delivery, he smiled a toothy grin.
“At least I can charge them a pretty penny for it,” he laughed. Little did he know that the contents of the box in the back of his carriage held a deadly secret.
*
The hansom cab dropped Dark off at St. Katherine’s Dock on the corner of Little Tower Hill and St. Katherine’s Street. While he paid the driver, he instantly identified the gate where the reported incident must have taken place. A lonely bunch of fresh flowers was set on the ground next to the gate.
He slowly crossed the street to take a closer look. The gate stood open and not a single sign was visible of the terrible incident that had played out here the night before. Any clues or traces had surely been scrubbed and washed away after the police removed the body.
No doubt they trampled all pieces of evidence anyway, Dark thought, somewhat cynically. And yet he could not take his eyes off the pavement as he slowly wandered before the gate. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting or what it was that he was looking for. If a supernatural creature had killed the man, it would leave no ordinary traces.
A dockyard guard came walking towards him in steady paces, eyeing him with interest.
“That’s where it happened,” he said even before reaching Dark, clearly anticipating the question that was on the visitor’s mind. He pointed toward a point next to the gate lock. “That’s where they found poor old Norrington.”
“What exactly happened?” Dark asked, trying to feign sorrow as opposed to curiosity. To his surprise, he found that it was remarkably easy to show sorrow and compassion in the light of the events.
“Well, old Norrington was our night guard here at the dock. Worked here for the better of fifteen years or so. Good man, he was, that’s for sure. Must have made his rounds around midnight here, checking the gate and all. He just dropped dead.
“Strangest thing though, mind you. Skin was looking like a dried-up piece of leather when they found him, they says. Coppers said he must have had a heart attack or some such, and simply dropped to the ground. Hoppin’ one minute, dead the next. Could’ve happened to anybody, they says, but I’m not too sure about that meself. Never heard of anybody drying up like a prune in the desert sun in the middle of a foggy night. And certainly not from a heart attack. No sir, I says, there’s something strange going on, if you ask me.”
“I see. Horrible business,” Dark nodded in thought. He pretended once again to be wrapped up in sorrow, as he slowly paced around the grounds. Although he didn’t really care for the guard’s opinion, he asked anyway. “Then what do you think happened here?” Maybe he would be able to learn some more details without raising any suspicion by asking direct questions.
“See, the way I have it figured, someone came along and killed poor Norrington. Someone wanted him out of the way. He was guarding the yard, and maybe some of them destitute ones wanted to take ownership in things what don’t belong to them,” the man droned on.
“You mean someone would steal freight crates?” Dark tried to make sense of the man’s seemingly incoherent rambling.
“Ain’t that what I just said?” the man asked, slightly stupefied. His brows began to furrow as he looked at Dark, pushing his unshaven chin forward. For a moment, he picked up his cap and scratched his full, shaggy hair. “Why d’ya think we have guards? I’m sure they don’t have no mind to pay us fer doin’ nuthin’.”
Dark thought about it for a second. “Maybe you’re right,” he replied in a somber mood, in hopes his assertion would get the man to volunteer up some more information.
“Late last night some Spanish brig came in and was unloaded right away over there‌—‌in the dark. Unusual really, normally we only unload ships during the day. Some of them riffraff may have noticed the ruckus, and thought it would be easy to get away with it in the dark.”
“Was anything actually stolen from the yard?”
The guard hesitated. “Not that I know of, sir,” he answered truthfully. “They must’ve been scared silly after killing Norrington. I mean, they probably weren’t prepared for a corpse, and just ran away when Norrington dropped dead.”
Dark nodded, said goodbye to the guard, and walked down the street unhurriedly. After a few steps, he turned his head back again, once more inspecting the scene of the incident from afar, while continuing to walk. It simply didn’t make sense. He looked around the street and the houses surrounding him.
Why would anyone try to break into the dockyard when workers were still busy and roaming about? No one would just recklessly try to walk in there and steal wooden shipping crates, in hopes no one would notice. Something like that required planning and, more importantly, a way of transportation. It would have been easy to avoid the night guard altogether by simply waiting a few minutes until his rounds would have taken him to the other side of the yard, so why take the chance and kill him? And why would anyone deliberately kill the guard, and then turn around and leave without taking anything? No, the more he thought about it, the less it all made sense to him.
Dark’s mind was made up as he picked up his pace. This was no heart attack, and it was no ordinary murder either. Compounded by the fact that, evidently, no one could account for the incredibly strange condition of the victim’s skin, he decided that this had to have been the work of a supernatural creature. A ghost, perhaps.
Dark hailed a chaise as he tried to order his thoughts and plan what to do next.
*
It was a dark and unholy place, and it was safe. The vaporous creature had found shelter in this grave. Not just any grave, but the final resting place of a devil of a man. A mob had cast John Williams into this dark, black hole with a stake in his heart after killing seven people, including a three-month-old infant, in cold blood. Buried in the same neighborhood where the murders took place, his unmarked grave was intended to ensure that this heinous murderer would be forever forgotten.
This unhallowed resting place of the Radcliff Highway Murderer was indeed a suitable hideout for the demonic fog. For the moment, the creature was safe. It relished the thought of slumbering among the bones of this infamous corpse, long since rotted away. If it could have breathed, it would have inhaled the lingering aroma of evil in the damp, dark place.
The creature was still restless, however. It hungered for life and wanted to continue its search. It wanted to make sure not to disappoint the Father again, wanted to make sure it could help the Father rise from the place where he had been forcefully banished.
The creature thought of the midnight feast of human bodies it had devoured, the way their life force had given him strength‌—‌but not enough yet to face the day. Sunlight would burn it and destroy it forever. So, it had to rest in this dark place. It was a lesser demon, spat out from the fires of hell and conjured by the Father’s willpower.
*
The evening newspaper arrived sometime after Dark had returned from the dockyard. Unsure how to proceed in the strange case he had been sitting in his reading room, trying to lay out the facts. But with so little information to go on, there was nothing he could do for the moment, frustrating as it was.
He passed the time, sitting by the window and browsing through the newspaper. Listlessly he scanned the headlines and read some of the articles, many elaborating further on the Tay Bridge Disaster. When Lady Wellesley brought in tea, he felt the warmth of it settle in every part of his body, but it did little to soothe his current anxiety. His eyes fell on a particular headline and at once he knew that it was of significance.
More dead at the docks!
Feverishly, Dark read over the brief summary of events which laid out how two dockworkers had been found floating in the water off St. Katherine’s Dock.
“They found them at noon,” Dark mumbled to himself. “Just after I left there. But why noon? Could they be connected?”
The article made no mention of unusual circumstances and gave no indication that the bodies had the same dried-up appearance that the night guard had shown. In his mind, Dark turned the case over repeatedly, thinking it through again and again.
They were killed during the night, sank to the bottom until the cadaver gas gave them more buoyancy. Then, they slowly rose in the water. By noon, a truant schoolboy found them floating face down in the water.
Dark was ecstatic. If this was the case, it meant the dockyard intruder had not turned back after killing the night guard after all. It meant that the intruder had gone inside the yard and killed again. He must have been looking for something or someone. Were there any additional clues in the article? Dark reread the article for additional clues he might have overlooked previously, but gained nothing. After some short deliberation, he called to Lady Wellesley from the top of the stairs. “Do you happen to have any other evening newspapers perchance?”
“I have the Evening Standard here, if that is of any help.” He watched her disappear in her living room. Momentarily she returned with a paper and handed it to him.
“Thank you very much,” Dark said with a smile of eager anticipation. “Much obliged.”
He made his way back up the stairs, already rummaging through the pages and no sooner had he closed the door to his reading room did he find what he was looking for‌—‌another account of the discovery of the dead workers at the docks.
The article was essentially the same as in the other paper and offered little new, really, other than the fact that the workers were Chinese.
Not much to go on, Dark thought, but it may be a start.
He shouldered his coat and left the house unhurriedly, thoughts still roiling through his mind. Outside he hailed an open carriage and asked the driver to take him to Chinatown. It would take some time to get there and with the cold wind in his face, Dark soon wished he had grabbed a closed carriage instead, but with his inner excitement and his thoughts racing, he soon entirely forgot about the inconvenience. He focused his mind on his arrival in Chinatown, a place where he always enjoyed going because of its exotic nature, but also a place where he was always wary since the small crooked streets made it exceedingly easy for anyone to lose their way.
*
The sun set over London under a deep red sky on this cool winter night. It was one of the rare instances where the city was graced by a clear sky. Nonetheless, a light fog would be rolling in soon, as it always did this time of year.
The demon waited well into the dark hours before he left his hideout. In his gaseous form he could take no chances of being struck by daylight, and every hour that he rested, his powers were growing as he slowly absorbed the life force of last night’s victims into his system. Time to move on, his inner voice told him, to continue his mission, to find the Father and to release him.
He had lost the trail of the Father at the dockyard the night before but he had a sense of where to look for information. All the workers at the dock had been of Asian descent. The demon moved silently through the night, becoming one with the shadows around him. Unseen by anyone, he soon arrived in Soho and made straight for Chinatown. Through the shadows, the demonic mist crawled from one house to the next, eager to find a proper place for information. He slipped under doors, inside windows and through alleyways.
Nothing!
The demon located an opium den in one of the small side streets and let himself in through one of the windows. Unnoticed, he began to settle over a man close by the window, delirious in his opiate-induced fantasies.
The man was lying on a chaise lounge, his head on a pillow, lolling from one side to the other. He never noticed the green mist that settled upon him, not even in his dream, not even when the mist penetrated his body.
A vision of scantily clad women danced before the demon’s eyes. Their lithe bodies moving seductively to a rhythm of music that only he could hear.
Still nothing!
The demon tapped deeper into the man’s memory, ignoring the body’s convulsions and jolts. In his lethargic state the man offered no resistance to the demon and was an easy, willing victim.
Memories of one drug binge after another flashed past the demon, blurry visions of no value. It was useless!
Information! The demon seethed with frustration.
He left his host and the man dropped back down onto his chair, one hand lifelessly dangling, his eyes half-lidded as if still in a dream. But the man was dead and only a closer look would reveal that his skin was wrinkled and his flesh as dry as bones.
The mist moved to a gloomy corner where another man experienced his own personal opium fantasies, entirely unaware of the world around him. In the dim light of a candle it would have been impossible for anyone to witness the mist rise from underneath heavy curtains and settle in the man’s welcoming body. Again the demon searched the man’s mind. There was nothing of value and, as before, the frustrated creature left the body behind, lifeless and crumbled.
Swiftly and unseen, the mist sought out another victim and scanned for the information it needed so desperately, but yet again there was nothing of any value to be found in this heavyset man’s dull mind.
Frustration turned to desperation. I have to find the Father!
A shrill scream from across the room brought the demon’s thoughts to a full stop. One of the hostesses, a short Chinese girl in a shiny red satin dress, had discovered one of the dead bodies! Her shriek had alarmed the owner of the establishment and she unleashed a flood of words in Chinese upon him, gesticulating wildly. The man shook his head in disbelief, muttering as he hurried over to see for himself. But as soon as he laid his eyes on the dead body, the man grew pale. In an instant his face was set in stone.
A series of rapid orders mobilized a number of his men all around the room. They got to their feet and began to systematically check on each one of their patrons.
“Lìng yītiáo!” one of the men, a broad-faced fellow, called. The demon did not understand the words but knew they had found the second body.
The owner of the establishment turned in disgust. Full of contempt, his eyes scanned the room, hopping from one patron to the next, one smoking pipe to the other. He squinted his eyes, searching, but not knowing what to look for.
The demon made a bold decision. Strengthened by the additional life force he had consumed, he felt his powers grow. It gave him new abilities. At this moment he decided to use such a newfound ability and fully possess his current victim’s body instead of feasting on it. He willed the man’s body to its feet. In an instant he caught the owner’s attention and slowly walked over to him with unsteady steps.
The demon learned right away that the possession limited his abilities. He was now restricted to moving like a human and he had only slightly more strength than the body he controlled. It made him uncomfortable and he felt vulnerable and claustrophobic, yet he saw the necessity of disguising himself to obtain the information he needed. But even before he could reach the man and form his question, the owner noticed the demon’s fiery, unnatural eyes and briskly shouted another series of orders. The men around the room instantly drew closer, each one taking a defensive stance, some brandishing weapons. They formed a ring around the creature and closed in on him slowly. The demon was trapped!
They are willing to fight me, despite knowing what I am, the demon realized. He was perplexed.
Slowly the men advanced. The demon felt strong and powerful, yet at the same time he knew this would be a fruitless encounter that would only draw unnecessary attention to his existence.
Without warning the demon spat out a cloud of green mist that cloaked his body. As well as the man’s drugged body allowed, he flung himself through the room. He broke through the ranks of the men encircling him, letting the force carry him straight into the front door.
A strange sensation flooded through his body. Pain! He had never known the feeling. It was new and confusing but there was no time for further analysis. The demon recovered from the crash, grabbed the doorknob and flung the door open wide. Into the cold night air he raced, and out into the streets where he knew he could disappear quickly.
“There he is!”
Already the men were behind him. They were faster than he had expected. He had no time to concentrate and dissipate. They flooded through the door after him, yelling with raised fists, some still chasing after him, close on his heels. The demon let off another cloud of mist and disappeared in the erupting confusion.
The demon ran through the alleyway and around a corner into a side street.
Chased like mutt! The demon was livid. He had failed again. Still no information!
He thrashed around madly, taking out his fury on objects around him, never heeding his fragile human body that was bleeding from multiple wounds now.
A few yards farther down the street he noticed an elderly couple. They watched suspiciously from a distance as the demon vented his anger, and shrunk back when he began to approach them at an incomprehensible speed. They never had a chance. The demon, still using the man’s body, reached out and grabbed the woman by the throat. With one hand he lifted her straight in the air and flung her against the wall. She slid down the bricks and landed on the ground with a heavy thud. A heartbeat later the demon was upon the man. It had all happened in a fraction of a second but the man had already taken a defensive martial-arts stance and began to fight back.
Another wave of pain washed over the demon as the old man laid a number of punches and kicks on him. Surprised by the strength of the attack, the creature was forced to helplessly endure the agonizing sensation of pain. He took a breath and stepped forward with frenetic steps. He would smash the lout, destroy this frail, old human!
But the old man had other plans. Carefully circling his opponent, he prepared for another series of attacks, taking his time. When he unleashed his punches, they came at an incredible speed, hitting their target dead on. By a sheer stroke of luck the demon managed to grab the man by the neck in-between punches, but even while struggling with the demon’s grip, the man hurt the demon with a series of well-placed kicks.
Still unfamiliar with the sensation, the creature went to its knees, but never let go of the iron hold around the man’s throat. He lifted the body high, keeping the shorter man out of reach, crushed his windpipe and then tossed the man aside with ease, just as he had with the woman. Both of them now lay on the street without a spark of life left in them.
A loud shriek rent the air from across the alleyway and a young woman appeared on one of the balconies above the street. In her mid-twenties with long black hair she gracefully leaped off the balcony without hesitation. Despite the twelve-foot drop, she landed on her feet like a cat and immediately approached the demon with flying hands and fists. Just before she reached him, she stopped cold in a strange pose that vaguely resembled a crane, and took a deep breath. Her face a mask of stone, she stared the demon in the face, right into his inhuman eyes. To the creature’s surprise, she showed no sign of weakness or fear.
The demon struck at her with his claw-like fingers, confident he would rip her heart out in a single move. But his hand found only air. The girl had propelled herself out of the way with an agile slide well before the demon’s lightning-fast move found its goal. He was still recovering from the surprise when she delivered a well-placed kick to his chest. The demon’s surprise turned into fury, but he never let down his guard. When the girl prepared for another kick, he wrapped his massive fingers around her throat and began to close his hold. A series of punches landed on his chest, then his kidneys, and then the girl spiraled her whole body through the air, escaping his grip while placing a powerful drop kick on his chest.
The breath was knocked from the demon’s lungs and a racking ripple of pain ran through his human host. His eyes burned more intense than the fires of the hell he had come from as he tried to take a breath but found that his human shell somehow failed to fill its lungs.
Despite the searing pain in his chest, the demon reached forward and managed grab the girl once again. His hands wrapped around her neck. At last, a sense of satisfaction rushed over him. He began to close his lethal stranglehold to throttle the life out of the girl and watched her eyes in rapacious anticipation of her death.
*
Making his way through the dimly lit streets, Jason Dark slowly began to feel uncomfortable. For hours he had been walking these streets and alleyways of Chinatown. He had not been able to obtain any new information on the dead dockworkers and worse yet, he found the streets around him wildly unfamiliar. While he knew it was true, he found it hard to admit that he was lost.
He stopped on every corner, raised his head and looked around to find a familiar landmark or street name, but every time he had to give up in gross disappointment. Filled with a variety of Oriental scents that ranged from fried duck to the pungent smell of opium, one street looked and smelled just like the next. Once again Dark stopped, trying to take his bearings as he inhaled the cold night air.
This time, he tried to ask for directions, but the old Chinese lady he approached didn’t seem to understand him and only shook her head. She was incessantly talking away in Cantonese as she turned around, giving him one last unfriendly look before she disappeared in a dark doorway and closed the door behind herself with a thud.
A fresh whiff of food entered his nose, rich and tangy, and it occurred to him just now how hungry he was. Some food would hit the spot, but first, he needed to know where he was. His legs were also protesting; a reminder of how long he must have been walking these crisscrossing, uneven streets.
Before he could worry too much about eating or his feet, the yelling of people attracted his attention. There was a thundering clamor coming from one of the side streets. Dark knew these kinds of sounds too well and was instantly on the alert. There were fast, running steps, thuds and punches, people arguing and yelling and then more thuds, louder and heavier this time, approaching. Quickly he made up his mind and ran toward the noise. He rounded the corner into the street where he suspected the source of the bustle.
In the dimly lit alleyway, he saw a tall man with a chokehold on a young woman with long black hair. She struggled vehemently and put up a fight that was surprising for a woman of such petite stature. She dealt the man a series of lightning-fast punches, followed by a serious kick. They were so hard and forceful that the tall shadowy figure lost his balance for a moment, but almost immediately the man was upon her once again. This time the woman punched sideways, repeatedly hit the man in the kidney area, and almost toppled him with a spinning kick. Almost before the man could recuperate, she twisted her fingers to form a claw and went straight for his eyes. Again, the figure tumbled back slightly but recovered almost effortlessly.
Dark wasn’t sure what impressed him more: the woman’s fighting abilities or the man’s capacity to shake off the physical abuse he took. Every time the woman unleashed an attack upon her opponent, the man would be thrown off balance for a moment but return with full force almost immediately, renewing the grip on the woman’s neck.
Dark raced down the street towards the fighting figures. He held up his walking cane and in one swift movement pulled a sword blade from the disguised scabbard. His sword cane gave a whooshing sound as it sliced through the moonlit air and with a furious leap Dark was upon the man. Stabbing him from behind into the left lung wing, the man uttered a loud, spluttering groan. A guttural shriek escaped his throat when his body jolted in pain but he showed no signs of releasing his vise-like grip on the woman.
*
Flashing pain!
The feeling was completely overwhelming the demon’s senses for a flicker of heartbeats, like a blinding light of agony. A tremendous flood of excruciating pain ran through the creature, more intense than any he had ever experienced before.
Out of the shadows a man had suddenly appeared and stabbed him. The demon knew instinctively that the violent pain was caused by more than just a stabbing. It felt as if the blade was on fire, searing his flesh and the flames were now extending through his entire body, the tongues of torture whipping every fiber.
He eyed the tall man and saw the blade in his hands. The soft glowing aura around the sword was immediately recognizable to his evil eyes. That blade was dangerous! The demon also realized that this man, like the sword, was not an ordinary man.
Trapped in this stupid human body!
The demon’s mind reeled in a red-hot rage. In the flurry of activity he had not been able to concentrate and summon his powers to escape the body. Now he was facing an opponent that could potentially kill him.
*
Losing his balance from the impetus, Dark slipped and fell to the ground hard on his back. For a moment all air exploded from his lungs but he was able to quickly recover and inhale a single deep breath. Back on his feet, he guided the razor-sharp blade through the air and with a hiss it came down violently on the man’s arm. A wide wound opened up and immediately blood began gushing out of the cut, dousing the shirt crimson. It ran down the man’s sleeves onto the pavement and finally he let go of the woman. With a dull thump she dropped to the ground, exerted and only half-conscious.
The pummeling he had taken by his opponents and Dark’s wretched cuts clearly drove the demon into a mad frenzy. But under the veneer of brute force, Dark also noted that the man was finally beginning to tire. The countless cuts, bruises, and bleeding gashes covering his body quickly drained his strength.
The man turned and firmly locked his gaze onto Dark. The ghost hunter knew in an instant that he was dealing not with a man but a beast. Fiery golden eyes that seemed capable of killing a person with a single darting look stared at him through slitted pupils. Their intensity seemed to increase with every second.
He’s trying to go for a killing blow, Dark thought and before the creature could act the ghost hunter swung his sword cane once again, deliberately aiming it at the man’s neck.
Before the shadowy figure could react, the sword sunk into the flesh and a low, throaty gurgle escaped the man’s mouth as a fountain of blood sprayed from the wound. His fingers reached out like claws, twitching violently, seeking desperately to get ahold of any part of Dark that they could rip and tear into. The man groped around but he was taken off guard by Dark’s surprise attack and was unable to reach him.
Undeterred, Dark focused on the man, whose eyes were literally on fire now. To the ghost hunter it seemed as if there was a demonic halo appearing around the eyes, giving them an otherworldly look that chilled him to the bone and froze him in his tracks for a mere moment. With one swift movement that was so fast that it seemed surreal, the man was upon him again, gripping his neck with one claw while using the other to grab his legs and lift his entire body high into the air. Dark could feel the strength in these hands as their grip closed unrelentingly. There was no escaping!
Breaking out in cold sweat, Dark knew he had only a second left to live unless his next attack struck home. His arm went straight down with all the might he could muster and bore into the man’s chest, puncturing the heart. A hellish shriek escaped the man’s throat as the body became limp and collapsed heavily onto its knees. Dark crashed to the ground when the body caved in under the combination of weight and loss of life, but from the corner of his eyes he noticed a strange green vapor appear from the dead body. Rising slowly at first, the mist quickly dissolved in the night air as if it had never existed.
Struggling to catch a breath, Dark remembered the young woman. As quickly as he could, he scrambled to his feet and ran over to her. Her face was pale from shock. Her eyes were darting alternately at the body and at Dark. Up close, with the moonlight illuminating her features, Dark saw for the first time that she was Chinese.
“You saved my life!” she slowly said in English with only the slightest hint of an accent. “Thank you.”
Then her gaze wandered frantically and he could see her focus on something behind him. Tears began to well up in her eyes. “My parents.”
It was only then that Dark realized that two more bodies lay on the cobblestones, sprawled awkwardly.
The high-pitched sound of a whistle broke through the silence that had fallen over the moonlit street. A policeman was standing at the corner using the whistle to call for backup as he looked at the scene that lay before him. His posture was agitated and when he dropped the nickel-plated whistle from his mouth, he took a second to collect his thoughts and decide what to do next. His eyes darted here and there until they finally settled on Dark, who was still holding the woman in support.
“You there… don’t move!” the bobby yelled and with swift steps he covered the ground that lay between them. Holding out his truncheon in a tight grip, he approached the two reluctantly.
“What happened here?” Before Dark could respond, he looked at the woman and added, “Are you okay, ma’am?”
The woman nodded reassuringly. Then it was Dark’s turn to speak. Two more police officers approached while Dark quickly outlined what he had seen, how the man had attacked the woman and how he decided to intervene in order to assure the woman’s safety. It turned into an ordeal as the officers took notes and began interviewing them individually. They also talked to other eyewitnesses on the street to corroborate Dark’s story.
Soon the alleyway was packed with officers and Scotland Yard detectives to examine the evidence and the bodies, and the process of interviewing each of the witnesses continued for seemingly endless hours. After a long and arduous two hours the bodies were finally removed and the police officers agreed to let everyone go. To them this was a clear-cut case of a madman hallucinating from an opium overdose on a senseless killing rampage. One of the officers went so far as to congratulate Dark for helping to make the streets of London a little bit safer.
To Dark however, it ran deeper. He had never mentioned the madman’s serpentine eyes or the green mist he had witnessed. Neither had any of the other witnesses‌—‌if they had even noticed. Perhaps, some failed to see any significance to the evil eyes. Or perhaps, they simply did not trust their own eyes.
Dark learned that the young Chinese woman’s name was Hsing Siu Lin. Fortunately, she was not seriously hurt, but for the past few minutes she had been definitely glowering, sitting on the sidewalk wrapped in a ragged scarf that someone had handed her.
“Will you be all right?” Dark asked with genuine concern. “I am very sorry about your parents.”
Siu Lin just nodded, quietly fighting back tears.
“Do you have relatives here? Family, friends?”
She shook her head, looking firmly at the ground. “Everyone’s back in Hong Kong.”
Dark couldn’t even begin to imagine how devastating a blow this must be, suddenly orphaned in a cold and cruel city. He looked at her and once again he could see the sadness welling up in her eyes. By her expression he could tell that she was numb inside, unable to feel anything, unable to put together any coherent thoughts. He could not stand the prospect of leaving her alone, back in her parent’s flat, with only her pain and the memory of their deaths giving her company.
“Here is what we do,” Dark said. “I have a friend who would be happy to spend some time with you. Lady Wellesley would love to have some company, I’m sure, and give you moral support until you feel better. Don’t worry about a thing, my dear. We’ll get you through this.”
*
The demon was wounded and weak. Much of the power he had accumulated in his feeding was consumed in the struggle with Jason Dark. Only a small cloud of mist had escaped from the dead body and that minuscule vapor was all that was left of the demon. His fury knew no bounds as he traced his way back to his hiding place to rest and heal. He would consume many more lives to restore what power he had lost. Subtle possession was no longer an option. This called for brute force and voracious feeding, ending with a dessert of Jason Dark’s soul.
*
The Father stirred in his lonesome prison. Surrounded by utter blackness, he sensed that he had been moved a long way. At times, he felt the heave and roll of the sea and thought he could even hear the waves. Then, at times, he had been left unmoved, only to continue the journey accompanied by the uncomfortable clatter of hooves and wheels on uneven streets.
Now something had changed. He could sense it with unseeing eyes. Then suddenly, a sharp ray of light cut through the darkness that had engulfed him for so long. It pierced his eyes and he tried to raise a hand to shield them. The ray became larger and soon it felt as if the entire blackness around him was torn down all at once. He found himself in broad daylight, unable to see at first as the stark light rendered him entirely blind.
Shapes materialized out of the light when at last his sight slowly returned. Faded shapes at first, they grew clearer and more contrasted with every moment until he could clearly see a number of people surrounding him. And each one of them was staring at him.
Rage flared up in him, an unmitigated fury he could barely keep in check.
They look upon me without fear! The thought was nearly driving him out of his mind. Were they smiling just there?
The Father’s prison was sheer torture. Unable to feed his power by feasting on terror and horror, he could only sit helplessly under the unflinching, curious looks of the bystanders.
He tried to scream and could hear his voice roar inside his head but no actual sound escaped his mouth. He was powerless: incarcerated in this prison, condemned to eternal conscience without being able to escape. A freak show exhibit that mere humans could take pleasure in, the misery of his plight was nearly enough to drive him insane.
*
Siu Lin looked outside the window as the rain poured down in gray sheets, pattering the glass with its constant drumming. As if her own thoughts weren’t gloomy enough, the rain and gray skies certainly did nothing to help her mood, but instead added to her loneliness and pain. She remembered her parents, and was filled with sorrow. In her mind she could hear her mother talk as she worked in the kitchen, preparing the family’s meals.
She could hear her father’s soft voice as he taught her the abacus. He always made her feel like a princess. Sometimes he would go to extraordinary lengths just to make her happy and smile, despite the hardship he had forced himself to endure personally to give his family a future‌—‌a life in London, far away from the place they used to call home.
Her thoughts drifted to the events of the previous night, the sudden appearance of the strange man, his violent bashing and the way she watched him kill her parents. She pressed her eyelids together to keep the tears from running down her cheeks. When she opened her eyes again, they were cold, hard, and full of determination. She knew too well that something strange and unnatural was in the air. The man had withstood an inhuman beating and taken a stab in the lungs without going down. She had seen the green mist rise from the man’s body when Dark administered the killing blow. In an instant the mist had evaporated, but she remembered distinctly how eerily it had risen from the sagging body and how it seemed to have had a life of its own.
Whatever this mist was, it had killed her parents and it would have killed her if it hadn’t been for Dark’s selfless intervention. Her hands were clasped into a fist so hard her knuckles turned white. Her only thoughts were those of revenge. Whatever this thing was, she would not let it get away with thrusting this shame, this sorrow on her house.
A knock on the door gave her a start. When she turned, Jason Dark entered the room with a friendly smile on his face. She was very thankful to this handsome gentleman who had taken her in during her moment of need. He and Lady Wellesley were both exceedingly friendly and although they had not spoken a great deal since she arrived in the dark hours of the night, she felt very safe in his company.
Dark tried to make light conversation with her and did a good job in getting her thoughts off the gloomy issue of her parents’ deaths. But inevitably, their conversation touched the subject when Dark inquired about her personal situation. Assuring her that she could stay in his house as long as she wished, he also offered his help with taking care of any of the preparations for her parents’ burials.
Siu Lin still felt numb inside after having spent hours weeping for her lost parents earlier. She was confused and welcomed Dark’s attempts to distract her from the somber thoughts she had been harboring. But there was more. She wanted revenge. She wanted to make sure her parents did not die in vain. She would pay this thing back in kind!
Dark noticed the cold, decisive look in her eyes when they talked, as if something was stirring inside of her. “Something else is bothering you.”
“I will be forever in your debt for saving my life and for allowing me to stay here… But there is something I have to do.”
“What is that? Anything I can help with?”
“You have already done so much, Mr. Jason,” she replied giving him a weak smile and turning to look out the window again. “I could not ask you to do any more. I don’t even know what I am up against.”
“Then you saw it too?”
At that, she spun around. She studied him intently, trying to read his mind, waging for a minute what it was that he was implying. Then she slowly cast down her eyes.
“Yes. The green mist. I saw it. I did not expect a white de…uh…someone not of my culture to see with other eyes. That is unusual.”
*
Tom Baker had been out on the streets all day. The twelve-year-old boy had been trying to overhear conversations all around the area of the dockyard to learn more about the recent deaths at St. Katherine’s Dock. Most importantly, he had been trying to find out what kind of cargo might have been unloaded from the ship that docked during that fateful night in London.
“The ship arrived late. Had to work long hours to unload the old tub,” one of the workers had complained.
“Took until after midnight,” another one told him. “Me wife was naggin’ all over me for bein’ late.”
From the information Tom gathered, he was slowly able to piece together that the ship had dropped about a dozen large shipping boxes and two dozen smaller ones at the dock. Each of them had gone on to different destinations. Tom could find nothing extraordinary in all the information he obtained until he bumped into the yard’s foreman.
It was easy for the streetwise boy to get the man to talk and soon he had the delivery addresses of most of the smaller boxes. Happy with his achievement and confident that his information was valuable, he left the dockyard, pulled out a piece of paper, and jotted down the addresses in his clumsy handwriting.
Then he jumped on the back of a coach that drove by and hitched a free ride along the streets of London, capably switching from one carriage to the next until he had made it all the way to Southwark. He swiftly proceeded to Sandgate Street and rang the doorbell on a bright little house. He handed his note to the elderly lady who opened the door, took a cookie and a shilling as reward for his work and then made his way back home, whistling cheerfully all the way while nibbling on his cookie.
*
“It is a demon,” Jason Dark muttered under his breath. In his mind he was feverishly analyzing the evidence at hand and the bits of information available to him. Siu Lin’s detailed account of her encounter had also helped him come to this conclusion with such finality.
“A ghost? You are so certain? How can you know?” Siu Lin had obviously heard his remark.
“The green mist,” he replied and turned around. “And also the reptilian eyes.”
“Ah, slitted pupils. Yes, I saw them too.”
“But… it was a demon, my dear. Not a ghost. There is a big difference.”
That difference was evidently lost on Siu Lin because she looked at him questioningly, slightly shrugging her shoulders. She had a tormented expression as she replayed the events in her mind.
“Ghosts are ethereal,” Dark quickly went on to explain. “While they can influence our reality to a degree, ghosts cannot change their existence and would therefore never try to devour a man’s life energy. The best they can do is become visible and affect people with their actions.”
She nodded demurely and listened as Dark continued.
“Demons, on the other hand, are corporeal. By absorbing the essence of living beings they virtually suck the life out of them and use the energy to strengthen their own existence. I suspect our friend is a lesser demon, an extension of a greater, more powerful one. Lesser demons start out in an ethereal state from which they have to grow into their own. By absorbing life essence, they slowly gain strength and begin to take on physical shapes. Given enough time, they will consume enough life essence to allow them to walk the Earth in bright daylight and wreak their diabolic havoc on mankind.”
“So this demon is still weak?”
“I suspect so. If he were merely starving for power he would find a congregation of people a much easier target with a big energy payoff. What we have here is happening on a much smaller scale. You may also remember the violent reaction the creature showed when I stabbed him with my sword.
“Let me show you something,” he continued, and led her into his laboratory. He grabbed his cane, unsheathed the blade and showed it to her. “What do you see?”
Siu Lin took the blade carefully and looked over it. She noticed a number of strange icons and obscure runes inscribed into the magnificent blade. It was also masterfully balanced and felt surprisingly light and elegant in her hand.
“The runes are a protection spell,” Dark explained at length. “It is three generations old, in fact, and has never failed to protect me. My father handed this blade down to me after he inherited it from his father. You see, I come from a family of Geisterjäger, and this blade offers powerful protection against evil spirits and supernatural beings.”
Siu Lin listened in amazement, not sure what to make of his elaboration or how much of it to believe for that matter. Westerners, in her experience, were not sensitive to the supernatural. Dark continued to surprise her. Dark lit a strange lamp that gave the room a purplish-red glow. He held the blade underneath the light and Siu Lin saw a bright aura appear around the blade.
“The aura you see,” Dark pointed out, “is the result of a special tincture I regularly apply to the blade. It is a little invention that my friend, Sir Herbert, and I came up with. It is an amalgam of crystallized light, the essence of Holy Water and a series of other, shall we say ingredients, that are tremendously helpful to keep paranormal beings at bay.” He gave her a warm smile, turned off the light and put the blade away.
“A lesser demon,” she mumbled, fascinated, as she followed him back to the reading room.
“I suspect that we are, indeed, dealing with a lesser demon, trying to grow in power”‌—‌now Dark was scrambling with some papers on his desk and produced a large map of London‌—‌“and while he is doing so he must rest and hide during the day.”
There was a soft knock from the door and as Dark turned, Lady Wellesley was already coming towards him with quick steps. She held out a small piece of paper that Dark eagerly grabbed.
“The Baker boy just dropped this off for you,” she said excitedly.
“You paid him properly, I presume?” Dark asked with a smile.
“Of course,” she replied. “And a cookie.”
Dark was already intently studying the note. It was a list of delivery addresses, the childish handwriting explained. Quickly he scanned the list, then folded it and put it in his pocket.
He turned his attention back to the map that lay in front of him and scanned it intently. From the corner of his eyes he saw Siu Lin slowly approach the map and stand next to him see the map for herself.
“He hides to avoid sunlight?” she asked, casting a shy glance at him.
“To avoid the sunlight, right. You are a fast learner, my dear,” Dark said with a wide smile. “So where would our demon hide?”
Together they scanned the map that lay in front of them and soon Dark’s finger pointed towards a part of the map. “The East End, with its filth of society, is much better suited for a hiding place than the bustling activity of the West End,” he determined.
Siu Lin nodded and pointed towards St. Katherine Dock. “This where the night guard was killed?”
Dark was glad to see that she hadn’t made the connection with the dockworkers yet as it gave him the pleasure to pull the veil from her unknowing eyes. “And the two workers at the dock,” he added.
“Ah,” she said, recognizing in a split second the extent of what he had just said. “I heard about them. Because they were submerged in water, they did not have dried look, but his victims all the same. Three kills in one night give him big strength so he possesses man in the opium den.”
Dark looked at her in wonder for a moment. Siu Lin had just surprised him beyond all expectations. Her ability to see the connection between the events in such an incredibly rapid fashion left him briefly speechless while he watched her look over the map in full concentration. Observing her shiny obsidian hair against her golden skin, he was distracted until she spoke again.
“China has demons, too.” She cast him a quick sideways glance.
Dark couldn’t hold back a smile. “You, my dear, are a natural, if I may say so.”
He turned his attention back towards the East End. They ran their fingers along the streets and in unison they came to a rest in one place.
“St. George,” Dark said out loud. “It must be! St. George’s churchyard. It is the only cemetery around and they used to bury paupers, criminals, and murderers in the unhallowed ground that surrounded it. It’s all warehouses and tenements, now‌—‌except where they’ve fallen down. All the scum from the East End. Those early burials must have been an outright offense to the church, standing so close to its hallowed ground. I dare say, a demon could feel right at home in such environs.”
*
It was finally dark and going on midnight. Even though the demon had preyed on humans for the past few nights and rested during the days, he knew he needed to absorb more life force in order to grow stronger still. He had to go on hunting.
He left his nurturing, dark, damp hiding place and immediately began to look for a new victim. A powerful enough life force would allow him to grow, and soon, to take physical shape. In his current vaporous state, the demon floated along Cable Street but quickly found it too busy for his intent. Gliding almost invisibly in and out of the narrow side streets he soon found what he was looking for. Among the trash heaped out on the street, a homeless drunkard was preparing for the night. Delirious and unable to properly control his limbs, the drunken man toppled over onto the pavement and fell asleep even before he was able to cover himself with the few ragged sheets of newspaper he had prepared for the purpose.
Silently, the demon crept up to him and struck. When the vision of the black abyss opened in the drunken man’s mind like an orb of nothingness, he let out a startled gurgle and tried to break free, but his weak constitution was no match for the demon’s powerful grip. His eyes opened and the skin around them wrinkled quickly. His arm became limp and his hand fell to the ground with a soft splash. In silence he went, passing his life energy on to the demon who, in turn, was now in a state of transition.
Fueled by the life energy, the mist that made up the demon’s shape undulated wilder than ever before while the glow also grew stronger. Using some of his willpower, the demon was finally able to control his form more distinctly. A head formed out of the mist, clearly discernible now, complete with fiery eyes, a broad nose ridge and big nostrils. Fanged teeth were visible in his mouth, especially when it turned into a devilish, wide grin.
The demon carefully withstood the temptation to fully manifest. Doing so would take all the power he could currently muster. Instead he returned to his vaporous state and was whisked away by the wind in a split second.
All that was left in the alleyway was the dead body of the drunkard. His horror-filled dead eyes stared emptily at the night sky, half covered by rustling sheets of newspapers. No one paid attention to him and no one noticed that his skin was as leathery and dry as that of the demon’s previous victims.
*
“Bluegate Fields,” Dark told the carriage driver. “Take us to St. George’s, if you please.”
He sat back in the carriage next to Siu Lin and watched the streets of London go by under the afternoon sun. It took well over an hour for them to reach St. George’s churchyard, a trip that seemed even longer given both their anticipation at what they might find there. Frightfully the carriage bounced and lurched on the rough cobbled streets as they made their way through the narrow alleys. At first they didn’t speak a word, but soon Dark began tactfully to make conversation in order to avoid Siu Lin’s descent into the gloomy mood that was usually associated with her mulling over her parents’ deaths.
“Tell me,” he started. “When you first came to this country, what did you find most striking?”
Without a moment’s hesitation Siu Lin responded. “Time. Things are slower in my country. Thinking and doing, not just doing. To make one better, one must think as well as do. Here, things are faster. Doing, then thinking.”
“I noticed that, yes.”
“But you are different. In one way, you fit my people, not your people.”
“In what way?”
“We believe in ghosts, demons and other beings not from this world. Our stories about them are thousands of years old. We have many ways to fight them.”
Within a few minutes the two were deep in a conversation about the Chinese culture and their handling of the supernatural. Dark was fascinated as he learned how deeply the supernatural was embedded in it. In return Dark told Siu Lin much about his own work. He had spent many years studying supernatural creatures since, as a young boy, he had his first encounter with a gatekeeper from hell and learned that he descended from a line of ghost hunters. He went on to tell her that, of course, his profession as a ghost hunter was frowned upon in Western societies.
“This society prides itself with being modern. In the face of the Industrial Revolution everything has to be scientifically explained. It leaves no room for ghosts or evil spirits,” he explained. “But as we both know, there is much more to this world than meets the eye.”
Siu Lin nodded somberly.
They approached the beautiful white church of St. George. Jason Dark paid the coachman and followed Siu Lin who was already a few steps ahead of him. They passed the church itself to reach the churchyard that lay in the back. A high wrought-iron gate marked the entrance to the churchyard and cemetery. It extended to a low wall covered in dark-green ivy leaves. With an eager grip, Dark opened the creaking gate.
“What exactly are we looking for?” Siu Lin asked.
“Let’s just look for any signs of intrusion. Anything that doesn’t seem right. Here, you take this side of the graveyard, I’ll take that one.”
They split up to make better progress and slowly covered the rows of graves without finding anything unusual.
We’re looking in the wrong place, Dark suddenly realized after they had spent over an hour walking the graveyard. It was late afternoon by now and in less than an hour the sun would set.
“He can’t stay in hallowed ground,” he said when they met at the far end of the cemetery. “We need to search the perimeter, the outside of the yard. Let’s search along the fence. Look for trampled underbrush, maybe. Anything that seems odd or out of place to you.”
*
With a start, the demon’s eyes flew open. He had had a strange sensation!
With his powers increasing, he was able to sense that someone was approaching his hiding place. At first he did not feel anything about the intruder but then a tingling told him that he was in danger of being found out.
Trapped! echoed through his mind.
He couldn’t leave this safety, yet. The sun was still in the sky and, although he had feasted on a number of victims, his powers were not yet strong enough to allow him to walk in plain daylight.
Two humans!
He heard voices from above. Someone was walking slowly along the cemetery’s fence row close to his hiding place. Then, they passed by the rubble that formed a mocking memorial over the murderer’s grave. The demon felt his mind relax with relief.
They don’t know what they are looking for.
He felt safe again, confident that no one would find him here. No one would suspect an unmarked gravesite where a building had recently collapsed.
Yet he could not silence the voice in the back of his head that told him he was in danger.
Why are they searching here?
Like a river the realization rushed over him as he recognized the voices. The girl… she was the girl that had attacked him, the one he tried to terminate when he was assaulted by the stranger. The stranger who then went on to kill his host and had driven him out of the body. They were here! So close to his hiding place.
Too close!
His fear of being discovered was at once replaced by rage. These meddling humans were on his trail. Somehow they had figured out that he was hiding here. Somehow they knew…
Damnation!
If only the sun would set already. In anguish the demon was forced to wait in his hiding place. He could feel the sun weaken and slowly descend to the horizon. Only a few minutes now and he would be able to leave this grave. He would tear them both apart this time‌—‌limb from limb. He would feast on them, drink their life force and grow stronger yet‌—‌almost as strong as the Father.
*
“Look at this!” Siu Lin exclaimed and pointed at the broken wall in front of her. Dark came over quickly to take a look at her discovery. Where the wall had collapsed, it had exposed a wet, muddy hole. The gaping dead sockets of a human skull stared back at him from inside. Stepping closer, Dark scented an acrid smell and felt the certain presence of the unknown. He looked around and also noticed that there were various tracks on the ground. The grass and the underbrush had been disturbed, branches were broken.
He shot Siu Lin a warning glance and used the tip of his cane to poke around the side of the hole. More debris came loose, filling the air with a strong earthy scent as it crumbled.
“There’s more there…”
Dark gave it a strong kick with his shoe and almost immediately the entire side of the hole caved in, revealing a large cavernous opening. Dark and Siu Lin could clearly see the scattered bones of an entire human skeleton resting in the mud.
*
They were closer now!
The demon sensed them with intensity. Restlessly moving about in his hiding place, he felt like a prisoner. Anxious, like an animal that would rattle its cage. If only the sun would go down. He felt dirt and mud fall down into his shadows. The sun was very weak now! He could feel it instinctively. He relished the thought that in a few minutes he would finally be released and free to walk about, free to kill these humans that somehow managed to trace him here. The demon concentrated to take on physical form and prepared himself to strike.
*
By the light of a match, Dark and Siu Lin examined the unmarked grave they had just uncovered. Slowly, Dark bent down and took a closer look. Shreds of rotten clothing were there, still partially wrapping some of the bones. It was hard to make out details in the hole, as the daylight was fading fast. In fact, as he looked up at Siu Lin, he realized in horror that it was practically dark!
*
Finally, the sun had set. The wait was over and the demon growled as he carefully channeled all of his power. With a display of brute, savage force he exploded from the gravesite and leaped six feet into the air, covered in a shower of dirt. His long, sharp teeth were ready to take a bite out of anyone within the vicinity, his hands were bent to claws, lashing out furiously, looking only to tear into some flesh and rip the life out of it. When he landed on his feet, he let out a snarling growl and looked around. But all he saw was the empty churchyard lying in front of him. In an instant, he became aware that he was moments too late. The intruders had already left.
*
Dark and Siu Lin settled down in the carriage they had hailed on the next street corner. Little did they know that if they had stayed at the churchyard only a minute longer, they would have faced certain death at the hands of the demon. Realizing the lateness of the hour and recognizing the exposed remains of an unhallowed grave just in time, Dark had deemed it best to leave.
*
Distressed and still furious over losing the humans, the demon looked for a new victim upon which to release his anger. He still had not figured out where the Father was. It kept his anger alive, made him restless. He wandered the streets and alleyways in ravenous hunger and despair. Yet, just as his disappointment was at its greatest, a sensation overcame him that was strange, but in one sense familiar. The Father was calling him. He may not have been able to locate the Father with his feeble senses but now with many of his superior powers coming into their own, the Father was able to locate him. And he was being summoned now.
A series of images flooded over him. Flashes of faded blurs he could not make out. But in time they became clearer. Images of streets and locations. Finally, he could pinpoint the location of the Father.
Excited beyond control, the demon planned his next steps. He held out in an alleyway and cast a glance out on the main street. A post-chaise came rumbling down the street, bouncing heavily over the uneven cobblestones. The demon began to revert to his vaporous state and as soon as the carriage passed, he jumped on‌—‌a half-vapor and half-physical being. His ghostly body quickly entered the cabin where the demon found a fat man, sitting and reading a newspaper.
The fat man’s eyes bulged as the phantasm of the demon appeared before him. His lips parted in an attempt to scream but only a raspy gurgle escaped his mouth. In an instant the demon had crushed his windpipe and strangled him. The man’s sweaty face turned red and he began to shiver spasmodically. Simply touching the man, the demon quickly extracted the man’s life essence and the body wilted visibly within a single moment. Dead and wrinkled, the man’s body fell to the floor of the carriage, rocking the cart noticeably.
The sudden sway had attracted the driver’s attention. A small hatch in the roof of the carriage opened and a voice asked, “Everything alright, sir?”
Without hesitating another moment, the demon streamed through the opening in the cabin roof. Looming up behind the driver briefly, he decided to possess the man rather than kill him. It would allow him to use the carriage and make his way easily through London to meet the Father. The driver’s body jerked brutally as the demon dove into it and possessed it. The man’s eyes turned to a fiery golden color with reptilian slitted pupils. His hands seemed to change into claws as they held the reins and gripped the light whip. The expression on his face turned into a distorted grimace, his lips pulled back to expose his yellow, uneven teeth. With his black top hat and the long flowing black cape, he looked like a phantom atop the carriage as he rumbled along the busy street.
The demon drove the horses on with his whip and soon the carriage was furiously racing down the street, careening dangerously and without any heed for pedestrians. He was as pleased to run the carriage over anyone who stood in his way as to go around; soon his passage was announced by murmuring and yelling from the crowds on the streets. People looked at him and raised their fists in anger, but as soon as they caught sight of his hideous diabolical features the clamor died down and the carriage would pass undisturbed.
Faster and faster the carriage went as the demon drove the horses on more madly every second. He raced the chaise down a street along the river and almost crashed into a group of people when he caught sight of something that seemed instantly familiar.
*
Fresh air always helped Jason Dark to think and sort out his thoughts. He still had trouble figuring out what to make of the demon and his attacks, and a walk in solitude would surely do him good.
After they had left the vicinity of the churchyard, Dark had dropped Siu Lin off at the library where she wanted to look up some information, and would meet up with her later at Charing Cross Station. He made his way to his favorite spot to take a walk down by the river.
Dark enjoyed the cool night and took a deep breath of the invigorating and stimulating air. With firm and steady steps he began his stroll along Belvedere Road next to the river and was soon lost deep in his thoughts. The night air was chilly but clear. The fog had still spared the city, offering a crisp and almost shiny look as he peeked across Jubilee Gardens out to the water. The streets around him were busy and more than once Dark had to stop and doff his hat at oncoming couples, also out to enjoy the clear evening and greeting him with friendly voices and nods. In this part of town, little was felt of the gloominess and brooding atmosphere of the East End. He was glad to be away from an area where one could easily get the sense that every step could be one’s last.
Dark tried to make sense of the recent events and figure out what the demon would do next, and more importantly, what his objective could possibly be. What was it that he was after? The demon seemed to act with a sense of purpose and not entirely random, but Dark was not yet able to understand what pattern must have been there. He needed to anticipate the demon’s plans in order to be able to leap a step ahead of him. It was a frustrating feeling but inevitably Dark realized that he had to remain patient and wait for the demon’s next step. Maybe he would reveal his purpose and allow Dark to take measures to counter the demon’s plans of terror.
The sound of a horse-drawn carriage echoed through the street. It was still distant but judging by its clatter, it was racing. Dark heard disapproving shouts and turned his eyes in the direction of the sudden racket.
The black stagecoach was racing down the cobbled street, right in his direction. Dark could barely believe its speed. The wheels jumped into the air wildly with every bump and hole in the street. It careened dangerously, never going in a straight line. Four horses pulled it in a full gallop, their eyes wide bulges with a hint of terror. The animals foamed from their mouths, their hides were pitch black with sweat.
Dark held his breath. The carriage would be upon him in less than two heartbeats. Frenzied, the carriage cannonballed along the street and for the first time Dark caught sight of the driver. He was bouncing furiously atop his box, keeping his whip whistling and cracking as if to extort every last reserve from the poor animals.
Quickly, the coach drew closer. In only a few seconds it had covered the entire length of the street and was now only a few yards from where Dark stood, observing the scene unfolding before him. Then he got a close look at the rabid coachman and a shudder of terror cascaded through him, mixed strangely with relief.
Dark was horrified at the man’s facial expression. His features were distorted beyond recognition but most importantly, Dark saw the white in the man’s eyeballs even from where he stood. The coachman’s mouth formed a big distorted O with his gums and teeth exposed, as if in a terrified scream‌—‌but he made no sound. But it was the strange green, glowing hue that covered his entire body that had caught Dark’s attention. It was a rippling green aura that seemed to be weaving in and out his body. At times it appeared as if the man’s skull was plainly visible, faintly glowing through the skin. Then it went away and the entire face was replaced by a horrible grimace that seemed to come out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly.
Dark knew right away that the man was possessed. The color clearly suggested that this was the demon he was looking for. The monster that he had been so desperate to find was now galloping straight towards him. His hand carefully on the hilt of his sword cane, Dark took one step forward, but then reconsidered. Nothing would stop this mad dash of the carriage and if he stepped in its way he would be mowed down and killed outright.
Evidently, the demon had noticed Dark also. As the coach thundered past him, Dark saw the demon’s eyes bore deeply into his. The creature’s head turned to keep his fiery eyes locked onto Dark even as the coach began to build distance between them. Teeth exposed, the grimace of the demon appeared on the coachman’s face as it turned into a wide devilish grin. It appeared to Dark that he could even hear morbid laughter come to his ears, but he couldn’t be sure because at that moment, the coach took a turn and disappeared from sight.
Waterloo Bridge! The thought raced through Dark’s mind. He’s going to Waterloo Bridge. He’s headed uptown…
*
Siu Lin was sitting at a table in Charing Cross Library, her nose deep in a number of books. She had always felt at home in this library. Only a small way from Chinatown, this particular library also housed a huge selection of Asian texts. There was always something interesting here to explore, some exciting book to uncover, something new to learn.
The books she had laid out on the table before her were an unusual selection for her‌—‌all on paranormal subjects. After the incidents of the past few days and after learning about Jason Dark’s background in the field of the supernatural, she had decided to learn more about the creatures and events associated with the territory. She wasn’t so much looking for books dealing in fiction but rather for texts that would deal with it in a more scientific way‌—‌something she found very hard to come by.
However, it didn’t take her long to locate a number of writings extensively covering demons from both mythological and religious contexts. Demons had been studied remarkably well by various religions, she realized, and yet they had never been accepted by science. Not all that surprising, she surmised, since even to her, demons had always been fairy-tale creatures from her father’s old world. Mysterious and dangerous, yes, but never real. At least, until the last two days, they hadn’t seemed real. All that had changed, of course, and here she was trying to soak up as much information as she could.
The desire for revenge was still burning deep inside her and she knew that in order to defeat an enemy she had to understand the enemy. The last two hours had been all about learning everything she could of lesser demons, greater demons, and succubi.
*
As soon as the demon’s coach disappeared around a corner and was headed towards Waterloo Bridge, Dark ran out into the street and was almost himself run over‌—‌but in return had managed to quickly stop another coach. He threw himself into the backseat and frenetically ordered the driver to make for the bridge. Wildly gesticulating and furiously yelling at the man, he made it clear that time was of the essence as they raced down the cobblestone street.
After taking a turn onto Waterloo Road, they were heading straight for the bridge. There up ahead, Dark could make out the demon’s black coach, still going at a furious pace. He told the driver to catch up with it at any cost.
Relax or you’ll keel over, a voice inside his head told him, but it seemed quite impossible. He never let the coach out of his sight and it was with some relief that he noticed they were indeed catching up, albeit very slowly.
They passed the now-abandoned tollbooth. Until recently, the city charged a penny for people to cross the bridge and at this moment Dark would have given anything to bring back the barricade that had been used to control the traffic flow, but as it was he could only helplessly watch as the demon crossed the bridge and took a turn onto the Embankment on the other side.
In his mind he went through the grid that made up the street map of London and decided that if the demon was going to the West End, he might just be able cut him off.
“Head for the Strand!” he hollered at the driver. “We may still get the better of him.”
*
Demons: Creatures Beyond the Myth was the book Siu Lin’s research had ultimately led her to. Not only did it outline the mythology of demons on a rather dramatic scope but it also undertook a serious attempt to study these creatures from a surprisingly scientific point of view. Based on countless witness accounts and studies of appearances across the globe, the writer of the book made certain educated guesses about their physiology. Siu Lin took it all in with increasing fascination and interest.
At length she began cross-referencing some of the information with material she had discovered in the Chinese section of the library. The more she learned, the more fascinated she became with the subject. Never in her dreams had she believed these things to be true, but after her own encounter and the cumulative information she extracted from these books, she suddenly felt a sense of purpose. One might almost say she had discovered… a vocation. It was something that fascinated her immensely.
For another hour she worked her way through a number of books, most of them in Chinese by now. But her focus had shifted slightly. Now that she knew some basics about demons she thought about the practical side of things.
In her home country of Hong Kong people had been fighting demons and supernatural beings for thousands of years and she was certain that if she looked in the right places she would find valuable information that would allow her to battle the creature and ultimately kill it. Soon she found what she was looking for. A series of ancient scrolls reprinted in a book, that outlined the Chi of demons, the flow of their life energy. She internalized the information skillfully, careful not to miss a thing. Occasionally, she also made small gestures with her hands as she read with intense concentration through the texts. As always, she had picked a table in a distant corner of the library where she would be undisturbed. This time, it also helped to ensure that her unusual martial-arts movements would not attract the attention of any of the other patrons.
At last she was satisfied with her achievement. She checked the big clock on the far wall and decided it was time to leave for her meeting with Dark. Charing Cross Station was a bit of a walk but she enjoyed the cool night air. The fresh breeze cleared her head as she headed down the bustling streets, for the first time since the assault forgetting all about her parents’ violent deaths.
*
From his coach, Dark could now make out Trafalgar Square coming up rapidly. He could see Nelson’s Column point to the sky and he could already distinguish the lion statues that guarded the center column. He could also make out the countless people who seemed to visit the large fountain at all times of the day.
And there, racing furiously out of Northumberland Street, came the demon’s coach. It seemed a little slower now; the horses were wide-eyed, frothing from the mouths, their hides white with sweat, quite as exhausted as they would ever be. Driving the horses on madly still, the demon kept cracking his whip. Dark could clearly see him now as his own coach quickly narrowed the gap between the two vehicles.
The demon’s horses were evidently at the end of their strength and when they suddenly faced a wall of people in Trafalgar Square, the journey came to an abrupt halt. Frightened, the horses climbed and came to an immediate standstill as their hooves slipped across the pavement. Desperately, they tried to gain a foothold, but kept slipping on the uneven cobblestones. One by one they went down with a crash, fortunately without hurting anyone it seemed.
Dark’s own coach came to a more controlled standstill when the driver tried to avoid having his own horses fall. Dark threw open the door and jumped outside.
Already, the demon had leapt off the coach, abandoning the now useless horses, and turned to run down the street when he noticed Dark approaching him. His fiery eyes firmly focused on Dark’s features and he once again made a grunt that sounded almost like an animal’s howl. One step at a time he slowly backed away from Dark and looked around feverishly. Then, with one big leap, he jumped up the wall of a nearby building, finding holds only at window sills and rain gutters. With catlike elegance the demon scaled the wall and soon stood high upon the roof, sharply outlined against the rising moon.
People stared at the figure up on the roof in amazement. Puzzled by the whole of the incident as well as the man’s remarkable ascent to the roof, many of them were looking at the figure with unbelieving eyes. A whisper went through the crowd when the figure finally turned around and the moonlight illuminated his features which were previously hidden in shadow. Glowering down at them, his inhuman face turned into a grimace and a cold fright crept upon many of the onlookers. Completely aghast, a sense that this was no ordinary man befell them. They could now hear the man bellow out something in a deep voice and in a strange language that none of them understood. Slowly, the figure on the roof moved and reached out to point at someone in the crowd. His fiery eyes locked on Jason Dark, the demon pointed an unwavering finger at him and spat out a few more indistinguishable words, followed by a threatening roar. Then he turned around and, with a hiss, he glared at Dark one more time before disappearing from sight.
*
Trafalgar Square began to empty slowly. Many of the onlookers who had witnessed the appearance of the demon and his bizarre escape over the rooftops had moved on. Amidst the excitement and the fear that was slowly replaced with people’s attempts to find a rational explanation for what they had witnessed, no one paid any attention to the carriage that the demon had left in the middle of the street. The few that did remember the black stagecoach and bothered to look around found that it was no longer there.
During the events, a young man with a heavy overcoat had walked up to the horses and talked to them in a quiet, soothing voice. He had made sure they got over their panic and came back to their feet. Then he slowly led them to the side of the square. He took some rags that he found in the back of the carriage and carefully began to wipe them down. They had been sweating profusely during their long run through the streets of London and the man made sure to cool them down properly. After a short time he quietly led them into a side street out of sight, unnoticed by the people in Trafalgar Square who were transfixed on the demon. The man led the horses down a dimly lit street farther away from the bustling place and eventually, talking soothingly, he climbed on the box and took the driver’s seat.
At the same moment his expression changed. As if something was settling over him, his face took on a hard edge and his mouth twisted into a broad, evil grin. John Netley had just acquired a horse carriage in which demonic residue was still lingering and doing its evil work.
*
Dark watched the crowd dissolve slowly after the demon had disappeared. He could overhear bits of conversation as he made his way through the people and it was clear that no one suspected anything supernatural about the man climbing up the roof. Dark even heard comments about a circus act as he walked on.
He stopped short and looked across Trafalgar Square when he realized that he had forgotten to pay his coach driver. He walked over to the man who was still waiting for him with an impatient look on his craggy face and handed him his fare. When the coach pulled away, Dark looked around once more and noticed that the demon’s carriage was missing. He made a mental note, but didn’t think much of it. Undoubtedly someone, most likely a bobby, had made sure the car and the horses were taken care of and returned to their rightful owners.
In the distance he could hear Big Ben chime on the hour. Dark was startled. He pulled the watch from his waist pocket, opened the clasp.
Nine o’clock! He was overdue for his meeting with Siu Lin at Charing Cross Station. For a moment he considered hailing a carriage but decided against it. In this kind of crowd, the carriage would be stuck and take extra time. He decided upon a stiff walk down the Strand instead. It would take him no more than ten minutes to reach the station and surely, Siu Lin would be waiting for him.
*
Intense eyes pierced the night. Glowing with a rage like no human had ever known, the eyes of the demon were spitting fire as he stood upon the rooftops, keeping his sight trained on the man walking below, approaching Charing Cross Station.
The demon observed the Strand, the people enjoying the cool, clear night air. He observed the brightly lit streets and although everything inside of him screamed to tear Jason Dark to pieces, his instincts told him that it would be foolish to do so now. The blade offered a powerful protection‌—‌but Dark had to die!
Impatiently he bided his time, watching every step that Dark took, following him but staying on the rooftops, out of sight, enshrouded in the dark of the night.
A momentary opportunity arose when Dark took a step into a small alleyway, just before reaching the station. In an instant the demon’s mind was made up and, cloaked in darkness, he leaped off the roof in complete silence, like a bird of prey swooping down to grab a helpless rodent.
*
Jason Dark was struck to the ground by a pummeling impact. He felt pain explode in his shoulder and run down his left arm, while he saw the ground rapidly close in on him. Instinctively he rolled to the side and managed to get back to his feet quickly. The demon towered in front of him, not two yards away.
Eight feet in height, displaying his real shape now, the demon was a terrifying monster with scaly skin that glistened with moisture in the dimly lit night. His massive head showed a row of exposed razor-sharp teeth with huge fangs capable of shredding anything to bits. An animal-like snout protruded where the nose should be, accentuated even more by the large golden eyes with the slitted pupils of a reptile. His thick neck and broad shoulders blocked out the moonlight as Dark stared at him, and his muscular arms made a quick crushing movement. Thin, leathery skin hung from underneath his arms, extending into wing bones that indicated an enormous wingspan. Like the wings of a bat, the skin was folded up, but rustled slightly with every movement. Heavily clawed feet and a long tail that whipped around restlessly gave the creature all the balance and springing power it needed to propel its massive body.
“You will not interfere with me and my Father!” the monster said in a raspy, low voice. “You will die, and He shall rise again.”
The demon jumped forward with a deafening shriek and all Dark could do was jump aside. Somehow evading the creature, he frantically looked around for his cane and noticed it lying in a small puddle a few yards away.
A sliver of fire raked through his left arm as the demon’s talon ripped through his clothes and skin. Dark made a mad dash for it, grabbed the charmed sword and unsheathed the silver blade.
Immediately the demon backed away, but the monster had drawn blood and he prepared for a final blow, undeterred now by the blade in Dark’s hand.
The deadly claws came flying towards him again! Dark threw himself to the ground and rolled sideways, ignoring the pain in his arm and shoulder. Fortunately, the demon had a bit of trouble turning around in the small alleyway, but smashing everything in his way, he was soon closing in on Dark once again.
Dark flashed his blade around wildly in defense and leapt forward unexpectedly. The blade slit through the demon’s thick hide and left a long cut on the creature’s arm. With a roar, the demon flinched! The cut from the enchanted blade must feel like hellfire exploding inside his body, Dark knew.
Happy with his little victory, Dark knew full well that he was not in a position to defeat the demon just yet, however. Bathed in the moonlight, step by step he backed away from the confused demon, who was still standing uncertainly as he tried to decide on a different strategy. Dark took another few steps backwards and felt his surroundings brighten. He had made it back on the main street and stood under the glowing streetlights. Brilliantly illuminated, the Strand was bustling with people coming from and going to Charing Cross Station.
Dark hoped that he could find some safety among all these passersby and quickly took another few steps. As he had hoped, the demon did not follow him into the busy street. Instead he retreated back into the darkness of the alleyway. Never taking his eyes off Jason Dark, the darkness quickly enclosed him until only his fiery eyes remained visible. They glared in open hostility at Dark, then blinked, and nothing was seen of the demon. It was as if he had vanished.
*
Dark thought about what the demon had said. He tried to make sense of the words but the reference to the Father just didn’t mean much to him, although the mention of a parent wasn’t all that surprising.
Just as he had suspected all along, this creature was a lesser demon. He had feasted on a number of humans and was now able to fully manifest in the real world. Dark had witnessed the transformation with his own eyes and had by now encountered the demon in a variety of states.
By nature, all lesser demons spawned from a greater demon, and it was that demon that the creature must have been referring to as the Father. Jumbled thoughts went through Dark’s mind as he slowly continued his way towards Charing Cross Station.
The demon had mentioned that the Father would rise again. Dark mulled the thought over in his mind. It implied that that demon had been walking the Earth before and if he had, there was a good chance his existence had been recorded somewhere. It also meant he had evidently been banished and was looking for a way out of his imprisonment. To Dark, that meant the Father intended to use the lesser demon he had just encountered to break him free of his prison. And with that in mind, there was no doubt in Dark’s mind that he needed to stop this creature at all cost. He could not allow a greater demon unleashed onto this world. Not on his watch!
His suit ruffled and torn, his shirtsleeve stained with dirt and blood, Dark was glad he had been able to escape the demon, but he also knew that it was unlikely to be the last he would hear or see of him. In fact, considering the conclusion he had just reached, he wished he had a way to track the demon. In his mind he made feverish plans where he would start looking for the creature, how he could go about locating it and how he would ultimately destroy the demon and the Father. It was that last question that gave him some problems, but he decided to take care of that when the time arrived.
No one paid his ragged appearance any attention as he slowly proceeded along the Strand. He tried to keep his head clear when a thought occurred to him. Maybe he wouldn’t have to track down the demon after all. Maybe the demon was not yet finished with him. He held his cane a little tighter as he proceeded and he kept cautiously looking over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being followed. He also cast an innocuous glance toward the roofline of the houses lining the street, but nothing seemed to move up there either.
Slowly, he began to think the demon had abandoned his plan to attack as he rounded the corner to the entrance of Charing Cross Station, where the demon awaited him.
*
It began to drizzle lightly by the time Siu Lin walked south along Charing Cross Road. She couldn’t decide for a moment whether it was actual rain or just the fog that provided the moisture, but either way she was thankful for it. Strange as it seemed, Siu Lin always liked the rain. There was something cleansing and fresh about it, and in many ways, rain was the only thing that made London tolerable.
She followed Charing Cross Road and cut through Duncannon Street to get to the north entrance of Charing Cross Station. The rain increased and began to patter on the pavement around her. By now she wished she had brought an umbrella as she stood on the corner of the train-station entrance, the chill creeping into her bones. Her clothes got increasingly damp and sticky. Her dress and light robe offered little in terms of protection from the cold that relentlessly gnawed its way into her body. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried to keep warm by stepping from one foot to the other. Soon she decided that it didn’t really do much to help keep the chill out, but at least it kept her mind off thinking about it too much.
Standing with her back turned to the wall, Siu Lin did not see the cloud of mist that puffed from the roof straight above her. The mist was barely distinguishable from the evening fog and the rain. It had a strange green color, however, that gave it an eerie look and it moved with a will of its own.
After descending past the roofline the mist seemed to change shape and formed a wider cloud that kept expanding. It almost seemed as if two arms grew out of the mist. Arms with heavy, talon-like claws menacingly rose to strike at her. But by an almost imperceptible waft, the serpentine arms fell away again and became nothing more than misty extensions of the cloud that still continued to descend along the wall.
The mist kept out of the light and was almost invisible in the dark. It had well-nigh reached Siu Lin’s head, and only a hint of green was visible to the naked eye. Much slower now, the mist moved towards her and then engulfed Siu Lin in one rapid swirl. Anyone watching her at that moment would have thought she stood in a cloud of smoke for a short moment; and then it was gone.
Siu Lin felt something was going on. Something overpowered her mind completely. It happened so quickly, she was unable to react or shield herself. The demon possessed her the moment his vapors touched her skin. With a strange, prickling sensation, the mist sank deep into her pores and her willpower sapped away from her conscious mind. She felt as if she lost the ability to think for herself. The demon settled into her body and then she was completely his. Siu Lin stopped fidgeting as she stood in the rain, no longer noticing the people around her or the rain dripping from her hair onto her face.
Slightly anxious, the demon had to wait for only a moment until Jason Dark rounded the corner and looked right at him.
The instant he laid his eyes on Siu Lin, Dark knew what had happened and he realized that the demon would use Siu Lin as a weapon against him. Even after playing through a confrontation with the demon in his mind numerous times, this was a move he had not foreseen. Stronger than his surprise was Dark’s feeling of utter incompetence. He cursed himself for having overlooked this most important and obvious piece in the puzzle. The move was every bit as intelligent as it was aggressive. Hidden inside Siu Lin’s body, the demon made it harder for Dark to attack him, and he no longer had to hide from public view. He could kill Dark right here, in the middle of the street, if he so chose. Not only would it give him immense satisfaction, it would also distract all attention from his own existence when he escaped from Siu Lin’s body after the fact and let her take the fall for it. No one would notice the hint of green-tinted mist rise from her body.
Dark made one desperate attempt to buy time. “Your Father will not be pleased by this,” he said, firmly gripping the handle of his sword cane.
“Liar! MY Father?” the demon spat defiantly back at him from Siu Lin’s body. His raspy voice stood in stark contrast with her delicate appearance. “MY Father rises. He devours! He is near!”
The demon looked about, his hands making a wide gesture. For a brief moment Dark felt a tingle. Could it be that the Father was nearer than he had thought?
Behind his back, Dark had slowly pulled the sword from its sheath and prepared himself for the inevitable attack. All his senses were acutely attuned to his surroundings and his eyes had locked onto the demon. He knew that he may have only one chance to stab the creature, and he knew well that he had to take the initiative and do it before the demon decided to launch his own attack.
The night air settled on his cheeks in cold drops of mist and to Dark it seemed as if time stood still. The demon’s fiery gaze looked at him from Siu Lin’s beautiful features, a contrast that made Dark shiver. Siu Lin did not move but Dark could sense that her lithe body was tense, that every one of her muscles was wound up and tightened, ready to explode into action.
Without warning, the demon was struck by a powerful sensation and he gave a visible jolt.
The Father. He calls!
The force of the Father’s invisible command had stopped the demon in his tracks. He could not disobey the Father. In the flash of a moment he abandoned his near-perfect plan to kill Dark. He gave the ghost hunter another furious look and then turned around to speed down a dark side street. A blur was all that Dark could make out and then Siu Lin was gone from sight. The speed at which it happened was staggering.
At length, Dark stood in the street dazed and confused, unable to comprehend what had just happened. People began to cast strange glances at the man in the middle of the street with a drawn sword in his hands. Quickly Dark sheathed the blade, composed himself and began walking down the street in the direction where the demon in Siu Lin’s body had disappeared.
*
After hearing the voice inside his head, the demon knew that the Father disapproved of his actions. The Father’s patience ran short and it was time for him to be released from his unholy prison. He was close now to breaking free, but he needed his son’s help.
Although agitated, the demon’s thoughts were focused enough to control his human host. It would be helpful while moving around populated streets and would attract much less attention than his real form. He also knew that he could use her as a token in case that meddling ghost hunter would find him yet again. Although he considered it an unlikely possibility, Dark had shown quite some resilience and an instinct for following the right tracks‌—‌enough so to distract the demon more than once and have him veer off his original intentions.
Spurred on by the Father’s call, the demon raced across the roofs high atop London. From the crowded streets of the Strand, he made his way down Pall Mall. What little light fell up here was enough for his acute night vision and allowed him to remain hidden in the shadows. A creature of the Darkness, he had always felt much more comfortable in his natural dark element than artificially illuminated human environments.
On he went along St. James Street and the surroundings became quieter. He turned onto Old Bond Street and finally reached his destination, a townhouse on Clifford Street. A brief, sweeping glance was all it took the demon to determine that there was no way of entrance from above. Swiftly and with catlike movements the demon in Siu Lin’s body climbed down the wall to the small street and made his way to the front entrance. Victor Arwas Gallery, a sign above the door announced. A quick glance inside told the demon that the gallery was closed and with a second look he confirmed that no one was on the street to witness his coming.
The Father was near!
Breaking the glass of the front door made more noise than he had wanted, but at this point, the demon no longer cared. A musty smell greeted him as he entered the store; strong but not unpleasant, it was the scent of ages. With ease, the demon moved around in the dark, casting aside any object that stood in his way. He went from one room to the next until at last he found what he had been looking for.
*
Why had the demon backed down so suddenly? Why hadn’t he attacked? The moment was more than opportune‌—‌it had been perfect.
Those were the kinds of thoughts that whirled through Jason Dark’s mind as he raced through the streets of London like a man possessed.
Something must have happened. A sense of desperation overcame him that he never knew he could feel. Siu Lin was in grave danger because of him. He had saved her life only days earlier but now he had recklessly put her back in harm’s way, and that was unforgivable. He had trouble organizing his thoughts as they kept coming back to the vision of Siu Lin’s possessed body, the fiery eyes, her slightly twisted facial expression, her unnatural movement and that menacing, evil voice.
Dark forced himself to focus and leaned against a wall. Breathing heavily, he tried to control his hyperventilating to allow himself to think more clearly. It cost him precious time, time he did not possess, and with every second his mind was trying more frantically to plan his next steps.
“What happened?” he asked himself again. “Why did the demon suddenly retreat?”
He still had no answer for these questions, of course, but various assumptions streamed through his mind. The demon had been headed uptown, he knew that. With his stagecoach he was headed towards either Pall Mall or Haymarket before he had to abandon the carriage. Both streets would have taken him to the West End.
Feverishly, Dark drew up a street map of the West End in his mind. He traced and cross-referenced all the streets he could remember. In his mind’s eye he mentally traveled from one side of the West End to the other, when it occurred to him that he still carried young Tom Baker’s list of delivery addresses from the dockyard. He rummaged through his pockets and produced the tattered sheet of paper. Almost too excited to unfold it, he went down the list one by one to see which of the addresses were located in the West End. There were a few streets he did not recognize.
“Fleet Street… Clifford Street…”
At that moment the haepence dropped and Dark finally remembered why the street name had seemed so familiar to him the first time he read it.
“Paganini!” he gasped.
The rare portrait! The auction! The gallery, it was on Clifford Street. Immediately all the pieces fell into place and Dark was shocked by how blind he had been. The name alone should have rang a bell‌—‌Pagan. In addition, Paganini was such a formidable violinist that rumors were abundant that he had made a deal with the devil himself to reach his level of virtuosity. A sudden rush of adrenaline spiked through Dark’s body. How could he have overlooked these clues? How ignorant he had been all along.
Frantically, he took his bearings and realized in agony that he was quite a way from London’s upscale gallery district. Should he run to the West End? No, too far… He was on the street corner of Haymarket… a busy street. Dark noticed a hansom cab and hailed the driver. He threw himself heavily into the seat of the carriage and ordered the driver to take him to Clifford Street. Try as he might, he could not remember the actual name of the gallery in his frantic state so he sat back in the seat and breathed an exhausted sigh. He would have to collect his faculties so he could quickly seek out and recognize the gallery in question once he reached Clifford Street.
Siu Lin’s life is at stake, he reminded himself.
It was only a few minutes later when the carriage turned the corner into Clifford Street and Dark leaped from the cab. He paid the driver without looking, as his eyes were already scanning the darkened storefronts. This was a comparably small side street and because the stores in this neighborhood closed early, the gas lights were sparse, throwing most the block in dark shadows.
The empty street lay before him in the pale moonlight with a small oasis of warm illumination under each of the remote streetlights. The wind carried some rustling papers along the street but nothing else moved. As he watched, Dark questioned his decision and wondered if he had come to the right place, but he dismissed the thought in an instant.
Carefully but with a quickened step, Dark went from store to store and read the names on the signs. None of them sounded familiar in the context of the Italian painting until he reached the Arwas Gallery. Upon seeing the name he knew he had found the location he had been searching for. He now recalled the entire newspaper article he had read about the auction of the portrait.
Cautiously, he peeked through the glass-window front, ignoring the etched lettering in the glass, but his eyes could not penetrate the darkness inside. He waited for a short time to see if he could pick up any movement but the interior was absolutely quiet and empty.
He cupped his hands around his eyes to get a better look inside as he walked along the store windows until he eventually reached the front door. The pane in the door had been shattered. It was all the confirmation he needed. Dark drew his sword cane, put the sheath aside and cautiously entered the store, careful not to make a sound. Silently he put one foot before the other as he tiptoed through the store. The darkness seemed omnipresent and he had trouble finding his way at times, but soon his eyes had adjusted to the lighting conditions and he could make out the shadowy outlines of the interior; not much, but enough for him to navigate safely through the store. Every few feet he stopped, stood, and listened with held breath to see if he could pick up any noises.
It was only when he reached the back of the store that his senses alarmed him of a change in the air. It almost felt as if the temperature had dropped and he could hear a deep raspy voice coming from a room lying ahead, around a corner. His eyes focused onto the corner before him and he could see a strange light ahead as soon as he rounded it.
A doorway led into a room bathed in a strange green light. From his vantage point, Dark was unable to see anyone in the room but he noticed shadows playing on the walls, indicating that someone was indeed moving around in there. Silently he snuck forward until he was able to peek inside, hoping he would not be detected.
In the center of the room, on an easel, stood a large painting in a heavy wooden frame. It showed the face of a man playing a violin. A headful of wild black hair was accented by heavy black sideburns that reached down to the man’s chin. Dark’s attention was drawn to the remarkably tall nose and lively eyes that were set under heavy black eyebrows. Undoubtedly, this was the infamous portrait of Niccolò Paganini the world had been abuzz about.
The painting was illuminated solely by the strange green light that originated from the figure standing in front of it. Even though he could only see the back, Dark immediately recognized Siu Lin’s slender body and her Oriental garments. Evidently, the demon still possessed her because she was speaking to the painting in the creature’s raspy voice. Though he tried, Dark was unable to understand what was being said. The language didn’t seem to be any he was familiar with. It was harsh and sounded barbaric.
He moved into the room and as soon as he entered the pool of light radiating from the creature, the demon noticed and turned to face him. The fury of a thousand hells washed over his face when he realized that Dark had once again been able to track him down and interfere with his plans. A terrifying roar bellowed from his throat.
This was a mistake, shot through Dark, but a voice in his head instantly reminded him of the danger Siu Lin was still in. I have to see this through!
The creature growled and readied itself for an attack when Dark noticed a change in the demon’s demeanor. Subtle at first, he thought the gaze had suddenly lost some of its luminosity, and indeed, for a moment the fiery yellow eyes seemed to flicker. The face distorted in bewilderment and all of a sudden the demon was expelled from Siu Lin’s body. Like magnets of similar poles, the demon’s own body peeled out of Siu Lin’s in a strange ethereal way. The monster was neither mist nor matter. Like a ghost, he was a violently glowing see-through shape of green. A deafening shriek of agony cut the air as the monster was expelled against its own will, but the demon quickly recovered and then fully materialized in the room.
Siu Lin staggered backwards, one step, two steps, and then collapsed on the floor, exhausted and confused. Dark had not the time to pay attention to her because the demon was already upon him. At the last moment, he was barely able to raise the blade in front of him for protection. The creature’s face was only inches from his, so close he could smell its foul breath. Instinctively Dark rolled sideways and got quickly back to his feet.
The demon’s tail lashed out and this time Dark was prepared. His blade sunk deep into the muscular flesh. A roar of agony escaped the demon as the pain raced through his body. A roar so terrifying it was born from the depths of hell itself.
Siu Lin began to stir. Groggily, she tried to stand, assessing the situation with great difficulty. Her arms were poised in what Dark clearly recognized as a martial-arts fighting stance. One arm was outstretched, the other was angled upwards slightly, while her hands were rigid and straight like the blades of a knife. With small but deliberate movements she slowly began to circle the demon. Dark saw her from the corner of his eyes and launched another attack, hoping her movement would distract the monster. Again he managed to drive the blade home, this time sinking the silver deep into the monster’s chest. The room trembled when the demon shrieked in pain.
Now the creature lashed out at Siu Lin. In a vain attempt to rid himself of his opponent, he missed her completely as she swiftly evaded his strike. Instead, her hands brushed his claw aside almost effortlessly and then followed his movement as if to guide it. The demon quickly attempted another strike, but again Siu Lin’s hands were there, not only diverting his claws but once again seemingly directing his movements while she gracefully danced around him. Without any warning, her foot came thundering up against the demon’s jaw. So hard did she hit him that he stumbled back one step. In an instant Siu Lin followed the kick with a series of punches to the demon’s body that seemed to throw him off-kilter.
Dark tried an attack of his own but the demon recovered faster than he had anticipated and he missed entirely. Instead, the monster raked a claw across his arm, shredding the shirt and sending a shudder of pain through his body. Undeterred, the demon kept his attention on Siu Lin and stayed ready to strike. Without moving a muscle in her face, without showing any sign of fear, Siu Lin stared into his eyes while she slowly circled him, never standing still. Her small movements were absolutely deliberate to make sure she always had proper balance and to enable her to strike or defend at any given moment. She was focused on her opponent in deep concentration and, instinctively, Dark knew that Siu Lin would be a force to be reckoned with.
Nonetheless, he wasn’t willing to take any chances. He had put her in jeopardy and he would get her out of it. With the demon’s back facing him, Dark quickly raised his blade and raced forward, plunging the blade deep into the creature’s body. Green blood oozed from the wound where the silver blade had penetrated.
Dark knew the enchanted power of the silver blade must make it feel as if poison ran through the creature’s veins, imploding every single cell; the pain must have been beyond comprehension. In a blind fury, the demon turned his attention on Dark, making a quick step towards him while slashing his claws across Dark’s chest. Involuntary tears caused Dark’s vision to blur. His clothes were once again shred to pieces and he felt the fire from the cuts on his chest raging up in flames of pain.
Again he raised his sword, prepared to strike anew, but Siu Lin had already launched into another series of punches and kicks, each one carefully placed to weaken the demon. For Dark it was a fascinating thing to watch. He had seen images of martial artists before but he had never been able to witness a fight in person. What he saw was raw energy exploding from the petite body of Siu Lin. She moved at such a furious speed that his eyes could barely keep up with her quick series of assaults.
Under attack from both sides, the demon clearly didn’t know which way to turn. Roaring in suffering, he turned this way, then that. He lashed out with his claws again and again. Siu Lin was able to evade each one of his strikes but Dark was hit repeatedly. Not only were his clothes reduced to tatters, he was covered in blood as several cuts across his body flowed freely. Dizziness set in and he had trouble moving his feet, but he tried not to let it show. He followed Siu Lin’s example and constantly circled the demon, always making sure that he was facing her so that the demon was forced to turn his back on one of them whenever he attacked.
Over and over again, he jumped forward and drove his sword blade into various parts of the demon, and every time it was followed shortly by a noticeable weakening of the monster. Under his labored breathing, the demon became slower and more prone to attacks, while his green blood flowed openly and pooled at his feet.
What happened next seemed surreal and took only a fraction of a second. Dark saw Siu Lin leap forward gracefully, her hands forming into white-knuckled fists. Completely unexpected, her left foot shot forward, hitting the demon in the side. At the same time her entire body rotated. Her other foot left the ground and her right leg came up, bending at the knee as it hit the demon hard in the face. With an elegant swivel, she completed the jump and when she landed her hands were already shooting forward to deliver a series of deadly punches. Once again her body left the ground in an energetic jump, but somehow the demon must have anticipated her move. He grabbed her by the wrist with one claw and turned his body sideways. Siu Lin’s attack went nowhere. The demon jerked her arm downwards and she crashed painfully to the floor. Instantly, the demon was glowering over her, his face an expression of mixed hatred and satisfaction.
Dark knew the demon was going to kill her. He reacted reflexively, his mind never really participating in the decision. Ignoring the bulking frame of the demon, he threw himself to the other side of the room where he landed in front of the easel that held Paganini’s portrait. It was his only chance now!
“Do not touch her!” he yelled at the monster across the room and raised his sword cane menacingly above the picture, ready to stab and slice the canvas without hesitation.
The demon’s eyes glistened at him furiously, their amber color sparkling with pure hellfire. He turned and faced Dark, taking a small step forward, his chest heaving. The monster appeared flustered, trying to make a new plan to shred the human scum in front of him to pieces without risking the destruction of the Father. The moment of indecision was enough for Siu Lin to scramble back to her feet.
The demon raised a claw and took another step toward Dark, his breath so hot with hatred it seemed to condense in the air. Dark did not move. Out of nowhere, the demon’s tail whipped forward, missing Dark’s head by a mere inch. The next strike would be his undoing, the ghost hunter knew.
Suddenly, Siu Lin launched a renewed attack, just before the demon could lunge. Stealthily, she had circled around and with her hands raised upright, elbows bent, she hit the demon at various points of his body in rapid succession. Each punch was delivered with her flat palm. Dark thought he could hear a strange thud as the blows hit home. The placement of each chop seemed precisely mapped out. He remembered some of the things he had heard about Martial Arts, such as Chi and critical hits to points of certain nerve centers. He would have to ask her about it later.
By now the demon was badly wounded, and he had a bewildered look on his face as he collapsed to his knees. In his disbelief, he hardly noticed that Siu Lin had been circling around him again and she now stood next to Dark. Her eyes fixed on the creature; she watched to see if he would make any offensive move. Dazed beyond control, and Dark suspected, paralyzed, the demon looked helplessly upon Siu Lin who now stood in front of him and prepared her finishing move.
The blade came up so fast; the demon never saw it coming! With a rapid movement, Siu Lin had grabbed Dark’s hand and thrust her arm forward with all her might. Concentrating all of her own Chi into this one single stab, the blade in Dark’s hand was rammed clean through the demon’s chest. Dark could feel the razor-sharp silver blade work its way in all the way to the hilt, cut through muscle and sinew, carve a rib and then pierce the demon’s heart. Mortally wounded by both the blade’s protective powers and the positive energy of Siu Lin’s Chi, the demon gave one last spluttering groan before he collapsed. His heavy body crashed to the floor face first. With her brutal punches Siu Lin had destroyed the supernatural connection between the demon’s brain and its life force. Even before his limp body had completely touched the floor, the demon was dead!
As a growing puddle of green blood formed on the floor, Siu Lin staggered and went down on her knees next to Dark. Worried, he immediately lent a hand to hold her steady.
“I’m okay,” she said slightly out of breath. “This is just very exhausting.”
She smiled at him weakly and pointed to the lifeless mass of the demon on the floor. “We did it, I suppose. We killed this thing, whatever it was.”
“A demon, my dear. A demon.”
He helped her back to her feet and held her upright despite his own pain. Together they slowly left the gallery and walked down the moonlit street, two warriors‌—‌battle worn but victorious.
“What was that?” Dark began after a while, making a gesture with his hand that imitated Siu Lin’s kung fu moves. She stifled a laugh.
“Wing Chun. It is an ancient form of martial arts that I have trained at all my life. My father taught me since I was a little girl.”
“His lessons just saved our lives. He was a wise man, your father.”
“Indeed, he was,” Siu Lin responded, for the first time without the somber note that had always come over her when she thought of her parents.
“You have to teach me that sometime,” Dark suggested.
“You wouldn’t have the patience,” she replied with a cocky chuckle as they rounded the corner and hailed a carriage to take them home.
*
In the netherworld of his prison the Father screamed in anguish. His son had been destroyed and with him his hopes for resurrection were dashed. Astaroth felt helpless in his prison and infuriated over his loss. He had seen the man and the woman who had done this to him. He had witnessed the entire battle unfold before his own eyes, unable to step in. He cursed them and swore ferocious revenge, forever imprinting their faces into his mind.
The portrait of Niccolò Paganini stood in the dark gallery room. The cloth that had previously covered the precious painting was lying on the floor where the demon had carelessly tossed it. Suddenly something moved within the canvas. From the nothingness of the netherworld, a face appeared and pressed itself against the canvas. The canvas stretched and the face became clearer, many facial features now visible, desperately trying to break through. But the canvas held fast and the Father was still caught in the picture.
Astaroth pushed one hand forward and the canvas stretched as if made of rubber, revealing the heavily taloned hand. The hand disappeared again when the demon could push it no farther, trapped in his jail.
With one last effort, Astaroth gathered all of his strength and one more time he pushed with his entire willpower against the invisible screen that held him captive. The painting was horribly distorted as the canvas stretched, ready to burst and tear. The demon’s head pushed slowly forward, every detail of his grotesque features clearly visible now, attempting to escape his banishment.
***
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It was dark when the man slowly opened his eyes. He had no idea where he was and his lazy eyelids barely followed his command to open. His mind tried frantically to work but he could bring none of his thoughts to completion. They constantly interrupted each other, straying without focus. He was unable to put together a single, clear train of thought.
Eventually, he realized he was lying on a flat surface. It did not feel cold under his clothes, merely hard and solid. Vaguely he was able to make out some movement in the dark. A shadowy figure was standing a few feet away from him, unmoving. Putting his full concentration into this trivial task, he tried to raise a hand. At first, he failed. Eventually, he noticed that it was shackled tightly to the hard surface underneath him. Anguish grew within him and he tried to move his other hand, his feet, his torso. All failed. He was tightly strapped to the surface and no matter how much he put his mind into it or how much he willed his limbs to move, he was completely immobile.
The man slowly began to interpret the symptoms of his sluggish body’s behavior, his unfocused mind. Drugs, it occurred to him. Most likely Laudanum.
He had trouble remembering. How? Why? Where? Helpless he lay in the darkness with the dark shadowy figure looming by his side, fear reaching out its icy fingers to force him to shiver beneath its chilling touch. At first, the fear lingered under the horizon of his emotions. Then, it grew like the rising sun and broke through the surface with all its power. He tried to let out a scream but when his body betrayed him again, he simply contorted his face in an open-mouthed grimace.
Sweat began to build and trickle down his forehead. The salty liquid ran down into his eyes, stinging. His breath came in labored puffs as he tried to calm himself without having the desired effect.
I remember now!
Then, the figure by his side stirred. It moved out of the shadow and slowly stepped forward into the dim light of a candle. It was a man with a pale face. So white, in fact, the face resembled alabaster. Framed by a head full of black hair, it was a frightening face with high cheek bones and deep black eyes that pierced him. The blood-red lips parted and in horror the man realized that the mouth was beset with long fangs for teeth.
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Click here to download your copy now…
 

From a Watery Grave
A quaint seaside town seems the ideal place for an English summer holiday. Little do its inhabitants suspect, that a century-old curse is about to throw their idyllic existence into turmoil and terror. Wraith-like, the black ghosts of undead mariners spread their cloak of horror over Pegwell Bay, the lure of their cursed gold too much for most to resist. Can Jason Dark and Siu Lin find the key to unlock their secrets and lift the curse from beyond the grave before more innocent townspeople die, or will some villainous trickery put even their own lives in jeopardy?
Click here to download your copy now…
 

Dead by Dawn
The unexpected death of their next door neighbor rattles Jason Dark and Siu Lin. But does a woman in good health simply drop dead by dawn? The Geisterjäger is not convinced and suspects something more wicked and sinister is at work in London. As his investigation leads him down to the seedy underbelly of society, things more mysterious than he expected reveal themselves, making it clear that the ghost hunter will need all of his skills and resources to put an end to the horrors that stalk the night.
Click here to download your copy now…
 

The Blood Witch
An ancient curse resurfaces. From deep within the English forests, a hideous creature threatens to re-emerge, stronger than ever. Meanwhile, young girls are disappearing from the streets of London, and rumors of heinous rituals abound. Fearing for her very life, a young actress working at the famed Lyceum Theatre calls desperately on Jason Dark for help. On the eve of Walpurgis Night, the Geisterjäger meets another formidable enemy as he comes face to face with the Blood Witch. Who will prevail?
Click here to download your copy now…
 

Terrorlord
Conjured from the bowels of the abyss by ancient magic, the Terrorlord has one desire‌—‌to open the Seven Gates of Hell and unleash the horrors of the undead upon mankind.
Reliving the nightmares of his youth where an encounter with the Terrorlord left him scarred for life, Jason Dark must once again confront the powerful gatekeeper from Hell before his reach and power spiral out of control. With the help of Siu Lin, the ghost hunter will have to put an end to the Terrorlord’s dark reign before he can devour our world in his evil blackness.
Click here to download your copy now…
 

Curse of Kali
In Victorian London, the head of a rich writer in the hands of Hindu goddess Kali would certainly indicate so and raises some peculiar questions.
Trying to find out whether the killer was even human, Inspector Lestrade decides to consult two detectives‌—‌one, the premier authority in the crime field, the other, famed ghost hunter Jason Dark.
Click here to download your copy now…
 

Fu Man Chu’s Vampire
When ordinary measures are no longer enough, criminal mastermind Fu Man Chu is making use of a supernatural henchman to get his way. Soon, Scotland Yard is confronted with a series of unexplainable deaths that unsettle Victorian London, and Inspector Lestrade turns to occult detective Jason Dark and Siu Lin for help.
But as they look into the case, little do the ghost hunters suspect that the evil crime lord has already made them the vampire’s next target!
Filled with enough mystery, drama and suspenseful action to transport you to the sinister streets of gaslit London, your encounter with the extraordinary awaits as a new nightmare emerges and an old nemesis returns.
Click here to download your copy now…
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