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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Everything you are about to read is true. Should you ask, anyone with knowledge of these events will deny they ever happened. Likewise, they will deny the existence of preposterous things like Shadowlords or the secret organization known as D.A.S. Above all else, should you ask about Dark Matter, they will simply state that although it may exist, its very nature is a mystery. You however, are about to learn the truth. 
It all began on a lonely stretch of highway, on a cold and stormy night, with the distant rumbling of thunder…
 
The old gray van backfired once as it pulled across the shoulder of the road. It slid under the canopy of ancient towering redwoods and parked, idling. The driver flicked the headlight switch to the off position and rolled his window down. 
“It’s a beautiful night, now that the rain’s gone,” he said in a whiny voice. “Smell that clean, fresh air?”
“It’s freezing, you moron,” said the burly man in the passenger seat. “Roll that window back up.”
“Take a hike, it’s my van!”
“Do I have to thump you again?” the passenger said. He cracked his knuckles menacingly. The driver grunted and rolled the window back up. Apparently, he wasn’t in the mood to be thumped again.
Twelve-year-old Gabriel listened silently from the back seat, a frown shaping his young features. He heard the men speaking but couldn’t seem to understand their words. Their voices sounded like they were talking underwater. His thoughts were muddled, confused, almost as if he had been drugged.
Gabriel felt an odd, repulsive stirring in the air next to him, and he recoiled. The darkness in the van pulsed and shifted like a cloud, and then it congealed into a solid mass. The shape was not unlike that of a man, but this creature was larger, and it oozed with vileness. Darkness seemed to radiate from the thing.
The Shadowlord turned to face Gabriel, its ghostly white face almost human in the darkness save for the glint of starlight against its dead, black eyes. A slight smile twisted the corners of its mouth, and a row of sharp teeth appeared behind ice-blue lips. Gabriel’s instincts commanded him to run, and his heart pounded wildly in his chest, but he sat frozen, immobile. He couldn’t move.
“It’s time.” The Shadowlord said. Its voice was hoarse, rasping like a file against metal. The men in the front seat jumped at the sound. They gave the creature an uncomfortable glance, and then looked at Gabriel. 
“Get out, kid,” the driver said. His husky companion stepped out of the van and opened up the long, sliding door. He motioned at Gabriel. Without willing it, Gabriel’s body began to move. He was like a marionette, every motion under complete control of the Shadowlord. 
The Shadowlord guided Gabriel to the front of the van and placed him in the center of the road. “Now, sleep,” it whispered. 
“Forget…”
The darkness swelled around him and Gabriel lost all sense of time and being. The men, the van, and even the Shadowlord disappeared. Suddenly Gabriel was alone. 
The night washed over him and he blinked. The air was cold and scented with the musty odor of the woods, of moss and earth and the recently passing rains. The full moon hung like a medallion in the sky, its silver light flashing in the beads of moisture on the grass at the side the road. A gust of wind tossed leaves and debris across the pavement. A barn owl stirred among the branches overhead and vanished into the sky.
Up ahead, Gabriel saw two hypnotic lights dancing across the horizon. They moved vertically, like the swaying of a lantern on the bow of a ship, and he couldn’t help but watch them. He gave no thought to the cold that seeped into his tattered clothing or to the moisture that crept up through the holes in the soles of his shoes. He simply watched the lights as they flickered and danced, growing ever brighter… 
A moment too late, Gabriel realized what the lights were.
He caught his breath as the big black Hummer locked up its breaks and roared past him. It missed him by an inch and then slid several yards across the wet grass on the shoulder of the road. The passenger side of the vehicle scraped noisily across the trunk of an oak and it came to a stop.
 A man leapt out of the driver’s seat. He rushed to Gabriel’s side and grabbed him by the arms. “You all right, boy? What’s the matter with you?” His voice was deep and booming, and his dark eyes shone with an almost tangible power. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair. 
“Reeves, gently. He’s lost.” A slight, slender woman appeared at his side. She wore a long wool overcoat and a black business dress. She stepped in closer and Gabriel saw that her hair was graying at the temples. 
“Are you hurt?” she said. Her voice was gentle, soothing. “Do you know where your parents are?” Gabriel shook his head. 
She turned to her companion. “Reeves, we’ve got to get him warmed up.”
“All right, then. Get the door for me, Julia.”
Reeves scooped Gabriel up and set him in the back seat. “Buckle up, kid,” he said.
Gabriel frowned, pondering the meaning of the words. Slowly, deliberately, he reached for the seat belt. He’d almost forgotten about seat belts. How could he have forgotten something like that?
Suddenly, Gabriel realized he couldn’t remember much of anything. Questions flooded his mind. Who was he? Where had he come from? What was he doing standing in the middle of the road?
The only thing he seemed to know for sure was that his name was Gabriel. He searched his mind for something, anything about his past, but came up empty. “I don’t know who I am,” he said suddenly.
Julia shot him a worried glance and then looked at Reeves. Reeves returned her look with a flat, indecipherable stare.
Gabriel stared at the shadowy silhouetted mountains outside his window and tried to hold back his tears. He was lost and afraid, and very, very alone.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
 
 
A few miles down the road, Reeves turned off the highway and pulled up to a pair of tall wrought iron gates. He pressed a button on his sun visor and the gates parted. Gabriel watched in silence, afraid to ask where they were going as Reeves pulled through the gates and followed the narrow road into the woods. 
Shortly, the dense forest of gnarled old oaks gave way to scattered maples and broad, grassy lawns. Clear lights twinkled up in the tree branches, and lampposts lined the drive. Gabriel raised his eyes to see a four-story mansion at the end of the drive.
They circled a fountain with a statue of a Spartan warrior in the center, and pulled up in front of the house. Julia glanced back at Gabriel and smiled. “Welcome to Winschfield Manor,” she said. “Let’s get inside and get you warmed up.”
“This is your house?” Gabriel said.  
“Yes, it is,” Julia said softly. “My husband built this house, much of it with his own bare hands.” Gabriel looked at Reeves. 
“You built this?” 
Reeves chuckled. “No, I’m not Julia’s husband. My name is John Reeves. I’m the butler. Julia’s husband was Alfred Winschfield.” 
Gabriel glanced back and forth between them. Julia’s husband is dead, he realized. Julia was a widow. She must have seen the question on his face. “Alfred disappeared while he was on Safari in Africa a few years ago,” she explained. “Now Reeves helps me look after the place.” She managed to force a smile, but Gabriel saw pain in her eyes.
They piled out of the Hummer and Julia led the way inside. Reeves held the door open. Gabriel’s eyes went wide as they stepped into the main hall. It was a huge room with twin staircases arching up along the outside walls. The back half of the room was a gallery, complete with ancient sets of armor and medieval weapons lining the walls.
“This way,” Julia said, entering the doorway to the left. Gabriel followed her and found himself standing in a dining room large enough to be a restaurant. Two enormous tables filled the dining area and there was a breakfast nook at the very front of the room, looking out over the estate. 
“Have a seat while I make you some cocoa,” Julia said. “Reeves, would you fetch a blanket please? And turn up the heat while you’re at it.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Reeves said stiffly. Gabriel was pretty sure Reeves had never said those words before. If Reeves was Julia’s butler, Gabriel was a billy goat. Gabriel watched as Reeves left the room, and something odd struck him. There was a slight, almost invisible bulge under the left side of Reeves’ suit jacket. It was a gun. Gabriel didn’t know how he knew this, but he was sure of it. Probably a large caliber semi-automatic, like a .40 or a .45.
Also, he noticed something about Reeves’ suit. The suit was extremely well fitted. In fact, it fit Reeves so well (and concealed his gun so completely) that Gabriel was sure it must have been custom tailored. The odd thing though, was that the suit didn’t look expensive. In fact, judging by appearances, it almost looked cheap. It was as if the suit had been purposely designed not to attract attention.
Now why would Reeves do something like that? Why would he go to all the trouble of buying a tailor-made suit, but purposefully choose to make it look cheap? And why the gun? Why would a so-called butler need a gun? The answer was obvious. Reeves wasn’t a butler. He was security; possibly a bodyguard. He was there to protect Julia.
Naturally, that realization led to a whole slew of questions. Why would Julia need a bodyguard? Was it simply because she was rich, or was she involved in something nefarious? Was she in danger?
As Reeves disappeared around the corner, Gabriel sat stunned. He was shocked by what he had just noticed. How had he known to look for those things? What was the meaning of it? Who was he?

Reeves returned a minute later with a thick wool blanket. He draped it over Gabriel’s shoulders. “Thanks,” Gabriel said hesitantly. Suddenly he wasn’t sure if he could trust Reeves and Julia.
Reeves nodded and settled into the chair opposite him. “So tell me,” he said, “how is it that you ended up in the road? We almost killed you, you know.” 
Gabriel stared down at his hands. “I don’t know. I don’t even remember how I got there. It’s like I just woke up standing in the middle of the road.”
Julia appeared at the edge of the table with a large steaming mug of cocoa. “Drink this,” she said. “It’ll warm you right up.” 
Gabriel thanked her and took a long swig. It was thick and chocolaty and very sweet, and Gabriel got the feeling he hadn’t tasted anything so good in a long time. He took another swig, and Reeves and Julia exchanged a smile. 
“You look hungry,” Julia said. “Should I fix you a sandwich?” 
Gabriel set the cup down but he misjudged the distance and it turned over, spilling hot chocolate all over the table. “Ssssorrry,” he said. The word came out all slurred. 
That was when he knew something was wrong. Gabriel suddenly realized his legs and hands were tingling, and his equilibrium was all screwed up. He felt dizzy. He tried to stand, but just found himself tilting back against the chair. His legs hadn’t even moved.
“There, there,” said Julia. “You’re very tired. Why don’t we get you to bed?” She nodded at Reeves. He stood and lifted Gabriel out of the chair. 
Gabriel tried to struggle, but he had no strength. He felt like an infant, totally helpless, totally under their control. 
“What’re you doooooing?” he mumbled. His head lolled as Reeves carried him out of the kitchen. Reeves didn’t answer. 
They started up the staircase, and Gabriel caught his breath. He saw something in the shadowy corner under the opposite stairwell. It was a small, heavyset creature with shiny obsidian skin and beady black eyes. It was very similar in size and shape to a human infant, albeit a chubby one. The creature’s mouth split into an evil grin, displaying rows of sharp, yellow teeth. It was almost transparent, like mist or smoke, and it seemed to blend in with the darkness.
Gabriel’s heart pounded in his chest and he hardly dared to take a breath. There was no way he could be seeing what he thought he was. “Waaaaaiiiitt!” he tried to shout, but his voice was barely a whisper.
Gabriel’s mind tried to piece it all together, but he couldn’t think straight. His eyelids were heavy and his whole body felt numb and tingly. He felt sleep overcoming him. He fought it. He struggled to keep his eyes open, to deny that warm feeling that washed across his skin, but it was impossible. Gabriel’s eyelids slid shut and dark, shadowy dreams crashed over him.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
Julia was sitting next to the fireplace in the library when Reeves entered the room. She was studying a newspaper and had a dozen more stacked on the end table next to her recliner. The stack came every day, scores of papers from around the world. The flavor of the moment was Great Britain. Reeves’ eyes slid across the headlines of The London Times as he approached her. 
“You should really have more light when you’re reading,” he said. 
Julia dropped the paper into her lap, and stared at him over her wire-rimmed reading glasses. “I don’t think I’m quite prepared for a lecture from you on unhealthy habits, Mr. Reeves. Did you find it?” 
“Yes.” 
“Well, let’s have a look.”
Reeves handed her a small clear vial. Inside was a metallic object about the size of a piece of pencil lead, and about a quarter of an inch long. “They’re getting better,” he said. “Another two or three generations and we might not be able to find them at all. This one was under his fingernail.”
“And you’re sure it’s not a decoy?” Julia held the tracking device up to the light. “If they can make one this small, they might already have something better. Are you sure you didn’t miss anything?”
“I don’t think so. The scanners didn’t find any biometrics. Besides, I know they’re not that advanced.”
“Don’t get too cocky, Reeves. The bullet that kills you is usually the one you didn’t expect. Is he in bed?”
“Yes… There is something else you should see.”
Julia gave him a suspicious glance. The stubborn look on Reeves’ face told her he wasn’t going to say any more. She’d just have to see it for herself. She thumped the paper down on top of the stack. “All right then. This better be worth it.”
 
Gabriel was lying flat on his back with his hands folded over his chest when they entered the room. “He looks like his eyes are open,” Julia said. “You’re sure he won’t remember any of this?” They were in fact partially open, his dilated pupils peering out between the slits in his eyelids.
“He may be observing us at the moment, but it will all be forgotten by tomorrow. He probably won’t even remember the ride home. The anesthesia I used is known for its neuron-interfering properties. His brain can’t process any of this into memory. He’s like an infant.”
Julia shivered. “That’s creepy, Reeves. What did you want to show me?”
Reeves turned the blankets down and pulled up Gabriel’s shirtsleeve, revealing what appeared to be a scar in the shape of a star on his shoulder.
“What is that?” Julia said. “Did they burn it onto him?”
“No. I tested the tissue. It’s genetic.”
“You mean this marking came from his DNA?”
Reeves pursed his lips and ran a hand through his hair. “There’s something different about this kid. His DNA isn’t normal.” 
“What do you mean, Reeves?”
“I don’t know. I can’t say right now. The equipment I have here isn’t up to the task. I’m going to give the professor a sample and see what he can come up with. Here, you should see this too…”
Reeves turned Gabriel’s limp form onto his side, and pulled up his shirt. Julia gasped as she saw dozens of angry red scars, crisscrossing one another. “No scabbing,” Reeves observed. “The newest scars have been there at least a month, some of them for a couple years I think.” 
“Good Lord! What have they been doing to him?”
Reeves returned Gabriel to his back and pulled the blankets up to his chest. “This kid’s a mess. He’s malnourished.”
“And otherwise?”
“His health is fine. In fact, he’s surprisingly strong considering. The only physical issue is the fact that he’s been tortured.”
“What about his mind?” Julia mused. “What else might they have done to him?”
“Whatever they’ve done, it might be irreparable. And it’s not safe to keep him here-” 
“First of all Reeves, we don’t know what they’re up to, and he may be our only chance to find out. Second, if you’re suggesting I throw him back like an undersized trout you’re out of your gourd. Whether we need him or not, he obviously needs us.” 
“It’s not safe, Julia. There’s only one reason we found him, and you know it. They sent him to kill us.” 
“Maybe,” she said softly. “It is possible that he’s just a spy. Either way, we’re stuck with him now. We’re just going to have to wait and see.”
“I figured you’d say that.”
“I trust you, Reeves. You know your job. I’m sure you’ve taken precautions.” 
Reeves nodded. “I have. But you know this is bad timing, with London and everything.” 
“London will have to take care of London right now, Reeves. We don’t have the manpower. And we can’t get along without you, so don’t get any ideas.”
“I guess it’s settled then.”
“It is. Will you shut down the house, please? I’ll tuck Gabriel in.” Reeves nodded. He made no sound as he left the room, disappearing down the hall like a ghost into the shadows.
Julia reached down and pulled the blankets gently up to Gabriel’s chin. She stroked his hair back and a sad look came over her face. “I’m very sorry, Gabriel. I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but I’m afraid there’s worse to come. Be strong dear boy. Be strong.”
A calm settled over the mansion as Julia disappeared down the hallway and Gabriel slumbered peacefully, for the moment blissfully unaware of the game that was revolving around him, or the role into which he had been cast. Julia entered her private chamber, crawled into her bed, and promptly tumbled into a deep dreamless sleep. And somewhere, deep in the heart of the mansion, Reeves began sharpening his knives.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
 
 
Julia threw back the curtains and sunlight flooded the room. “Seven A.M.! Rise and shine!”
Gabriel sat up, blinking against the light. “Where am I?” he blurted out. He glanced around and saw her standing by the window, smiling. His head felt a little foggy, but that was the only clue that something untoward had happened. He couldn’t remember anything after their arrival at the mansion.
He threw his gaze around the room. It was the size of a small house. Even the bed was enormous. It was a four-poster canopy bed, like something out of a castle, with curtains hanging down along the headboard and gryphon feet carved into the legs. The rest of the room was similarly decorated, with dark gothic furnishings and expensive-looking art pieces.
“Time to get moving,” Julia said. “We’ve got a busy day ahead of us. The shower’s already running and I laid some clothes out for you on the bed. Breakfast is in fifteen minutes!” 
She vanished out the door and left Gabriel rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He looked at the ornate furniture, the gilded paintings and the fireplace that could have been a closet, and wondered how strange it was that he was here. He groggily tossed the blankets aside and headed for the shower.
The clothes that Julia had left him were a couple sizes too large. They fit him fine in the shoulders, but they seemed to be made for someone a few inches taller. The t-shirt sagged halfway down to his knees and he had to roll the pant legs up to keep from tripping over them. 
After he was dressed, Gabriel wandered the maze of hallways until he finally followed the smell of food to the kitchen. He found Julia there, but she wasn’t alone. She stood at the far end of the dining tables, talking to two visitors. The first was a plump woman wearing a white dress and a plum-colored shawl. The second was a tall elderly man in a gray wool suit.
“Ah, there you are,” Julia said. “Gabriel I’d like you to meet two of my friends. This is Anna Pratchet. She’s a doctor. She’s going to give you a quick checkup. And this is Judge Bullard.” The Judge reached out to shake Gabriel’s hand. 
“He looks healthy to me,” Anna said. “Somewhat malnourished perhaps… Here Gabriel, let’s check your blood pressure and temperature.” She guided him into a chair at the breakfast table and strapped a blood pressure monitor to his arm. She pulled out a stethoscope and pressed it to his t-shirt, listening intently to his breathing. The others came to stand next to him. 
“Gabriel, the judge has something to say,” Julia said. The judge smiled and knelt down to Gabriel’s level.
“I understand how upsetting this is,” he said. “I know this is hard for you, but I want you to try to remember how you got on that road last night.”
Gabriel closed his eyes and thought back. The whole evening was fuzzy. He remembered arriving at the mansion. Before that, riding in the Hummer, and before that, standing in the road. That was all he could see. It was like staring at a wall of blackness in his memory.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t remember anything.”
“Alright, that’s fine,” said the judge. “What about your family? Do you remember them? Or your home?”
Gabriel shook his head.
The judge patted him on the shoulder. “Well, don’t get upset about it. I’m sure it will come back to you.” He rose and turned his attention to Julia. “I can call the sheriff and have somebody from childcare services down here in a few hours. It may be a few weeks before we find foster parents. Until then he’ll have to stay at the orphanage.”
“I won’t hear of it!” Julia said. “Gabriel will stay here. I won’t have him thrown about from house to house like used furniture.”
The judge scratched his head. “Well, I don’t see why that would be a problem. Is that what you want, Gabriel? Would you like to stay here?”
“Here is fine,” he said quickly. “Thank you.”
“Excellent,” Julia said. “Don’t worry, Gabriel. We’ll find your parents.” She turned back to the judge. “We’ll send a photo and fingerprints to the sheriff’s department after breakfast. I’ll also call a friend at News7 and ask for their help.”
“It sounds like you’ve got it under control then,” the Judge said. “Doctor, how is he health-wise?”
“As expected,” she said. “I’d like to see him gain a few pounds, possibly an exercise regimen. Other than that he seems perfectly fit.”
“What about the amnesia?” said the judge.
“Well, it doesn’t appear to have been brought on by physical trauma. The condition could be related to an emotional issue, possibly stress-induced. I’d like to come see him again in a few days and check his progress.” 
“That would be perfect,” Julia said cheerfully. “So it’s settled then. Gabriel will stay here until we’ve found his family.” She shot Gabriel a beaming smile. He did his best to smile back. As kind as Julia was, all Gabriel really wanted was to find out who he was. Not knowing was strange, and more than a little frightening. 
The guests said their farewells and Julia showed them out. Gabriel’s stomach was rumbling, so he helped himself to a pancake while she was gone. When she returned, she scooped up some bacon and another pancake and set them on his plate. “Eat up,” she said. “Doctor’s orders. We’re going to put some meat on those bones.”
She settled down across the table and poured herself a cup of coffee. Gabriel felt a little unnerved as she sat there, watching him eat. “What a mystery you are,” she said. “Don’t worry though. Reeves has friends at the police department. If you have a family out there, we’ll find them. And I’ve already called my friends at the press. By noon, everyone in the state will know about you. That doesn’t bother you, does it?”
“Uh, no, I guess not,” Gabriel said. “You did all that for me?”
Julia smiled. She reached over and squeezed his hand. “I just don’t want you to worry, Gabriel. We’ll sort this out.”
“Thanks.”
“After you’re done with breakfast, go see Reeves about getting fingerprinted. He should be out at the corral. I’ve got a few phone calls to make, and a bit later I’ll take you shopping. The clothes you’re wearing belong to Pete, by the way. He’s a friend of ours. I’m sure you’d rather get something that fits.” 
Gabriel smiled and nodded. He glanced out the window and saw Reeves walking across the lawn toward the corral. So this is going to be my home, he thought. As nice as Julia was, Gabriel couldn’t help but wish he were at his real home, wherever that was. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
 
 
No matter how he tried to conceal it, Reeves had the look of a man who’d been just about everywhere and seen everything, and had been forever changed by his experiences. He tried to put on casual outward appearances, with his sport suits and all that, but there were nuances about him that gave him away. There was something about the cat-like way he walked through a room, or the subtle glances he cast about, taking in everything all at once. It seemed that nothing could take Reeves by surprise. 
Maybe it was this aura about Reeves that tempted Gabriel to sneak up behind him when he saw the older man leaning over the corral fence. It was a sort of test, he supposed, though a childish one. He just wanted to see how close he could get. It didn’t work very well. 
“Good morning,” Reeves said without a backwards glance. Gabriel was still several yards away. 
“Morning,” Gabriel replied, the disappointment clear in his voice. He walked up to the fence and stood next to Reeves.
“Next time avoid the dry leaves, and stay on the grass. I knew it was you as soon as you hit the driveway.”
Gabriel filed the comment in the back of his mind. Reeves twisted towards him and Gabriel caught a glimpse of that bulge under his jacket. Instantly, he remembered everything he’d deduced about Reeves the night before. He watched the man for a moment, wary, not sure if he could be trusted. Reeves cocked an eyebrow. 
“Is there something on your mind?” he said.
“Julia says you need to fingerprint me.”
“Sure,” said Reeves. “Just as soon as I’m done here. I’ll show you around a bit, too.”
Guns.Police. Julia had said that Reeves had friends on the police force. Maybe Reeves used to be a cop. Or maybe he still was one. That would explain the guns. Was that why he was guarding Julia? 
Reeves turned back towards the corral. Gabriel followed his gaze and realized there was a girl about his age riding a horse at the far end. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, and wore a black riding helmet. She saw them watching and guided the horse over to the fence. 
“Gabriel, this is Jodi Davis,” Reeves said as she dismounted. “She spends a lot of time around here, helping with the horses and such. Her family owns the house down the road. Jodi, this is Gabriel.”
Jodi pulled off her helmet and a shock of red bangs fell down over her bright green eyes. She gave Reeves a warm smile and then gave Gabriel a long look, sizing him up. “Hi, Gabriel. Wanna go for a ride?” Something about her voice seemed to imply that maybe he shouldn’t.
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Reeves said.
“Why, is he chicken?” she challenged. “You’re not chicken are you Gabriel?”
“NO!” Gabriel said defiantly. He wasn’t going to let this girl bully him. “Let’s do it!”
Reeves sighed heavily. “Buckshot’s a retired racer, Jodi. And I doubt Gabriel’s ever ridden before. This is a bad idea.” 
“Retired is the key word,” Jodi shot back. “He’s old as dirt… almost as old as you, Reeves. Come on Gabriel, don’t let the old butler turn you into a wuss!” 
Gabriel leapt through the fence, ignoring Reeves’ protests, and stepped up next to the horse. When he saw the creature towering over him, he started having second thoughts. Suddenly he wasn’t sure he could even get up there. 
This was going to be humiliating.
“Put your foot in the stirrup,” Jodi said. “No, your left one. There, now grab the saddle and pull yourself up. Do you need a boost?” 
“No!” Gabriel shouted. His face reddened at the thought of her pushing him up to the saddle. He pulled himself up, swung his leg over the top, and found himself looking down at Jodi from twice her height. 
“See?” She said. “No problem, right? Want the reins?” Gabriel nodded and reached for them, even though his stomach was churning with butterflies. The distance seemed even greater now that he was looking down.
“I don’t think so,” Reeves cut in. He grabbed the reins and placed them firmly in Jodi’s hands. “Just lead him around, Jodi. Nobody’s getting their neck broke on my watch.” 
Jodi smiled wickedly, and started walking. Gabriel grimaced because he knew in some small way she had won. She was leading him around the corral like a child on a pony. The whole thing was degrading.
“Enjoying the ride?” Jodi said in a condescending voice.
“Sure, it’s okay,” Gabriel said. What else could he do? 
“Was Reeves right? About you never riding before?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think I have, but I really don’t remember…”
“Oh, right,” Jodi said. “I forgot about your memory thing. You’ve got amnesia, right?”
Ah, he thought, she already knows. Word travels fast. He didn’t like the fact that Jodi already knew more about him than he did about her.
He decided to change the subject.
“How long have you been working with horses?”
“My whole life. Actually, my parents used to own most of the horses that live here. Then my mom got cancer a while back and we had to sell them all, because of the hospital bills. Julia bought them because she wanted to help us out.” 
Suddenly Gabriel felt sorry for Jodi. It must have been awful for her, having her mother sick and then having to sell the horses. Thankfully, Julia had been there to help. 
“I’m sorry about your mom,” he said.
“It’s okay. She’s getting better now. She had an operation, and lots of chemo. The doctors say it’s getting better. And her hair’s starting to grow back, too. Everything’s going to be okay.” 
“Good to hear it,” he said.
“Thanks. You ready to get down?”
Gabriel climbed out of the saddle and dropped to the ground. It was close to a four-foot drop from the stirrup, but he landed like a cat. He wasn’t the only one surprised by his agility. He glanced at Reeves, who arched an eyebrow but gave no other sign of what he was thinking. 
Gabriel crossed the corral and climbed the fence, dropping to the ground next to Reeves. There was a moment of silent recognition as their eyes met. Like panthers circling their prey, the two sized each other up. 
It was then that Gabriel first had the thought that changed everything.We’re the same, he realized. Whatever I am, wherever I learned this stuff, Reeves knows it too. 
What Gabriel did next was a gamble. He purposely glanced at the bulge in Reeves’ jacket, letting Reeves know that he knew about the gun. Reeves took a deep breath, inflating his barrel-chest like a balloon, and then he released it in a long sigh. Then, without warning, his left hand slid up to his jacket button, and he pulled back the fabric to reveal the grip of a 1911 semi-automatic pistol.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
 
 
“No more secrets?” Reeves said.
Gabriel nodded dumbly, awestricken by Reeves’ forwardness. That was something he hadn’t expected. Not at all. He gave the weapon another glance as Reeves closed his jacket. The 1911 was one of the most popular semi-automatic pistols of all time. Gabriel didn’t know how he knew all of this, but it was true, as sure as he was breathing. 
“Wait here,” Reeves said. “I’ll get the ATV and show you around.” 
Gabriel watched as Reeves walked down the lane and disappeared behind the barn. His sensibilities told him everything was going to be fine, that it was all going to be out in the open now, but some small part of him still feared that Reeves might be planning to take him to a good spot to bury him. 
Gabriel felt a hand clamp down on his shoulder and he jumped. He spun around, instinctively ready for a fight. He lowered his center of gravity and his fists came up. Then he realized it was just Jodi. 
She gave him a wry smile. “Done showing off kid?”
Gabriel blushed. “Sorry, I guess I’m a little nervous.”
“No kidding. Look, you don’t have to worry about Reeves, he’s a great guy. He’d never hurt a kid. On the other hand, I’ve hurt lots of kids.” They shared a laugh, but Gabriel had a feeling there was a lot of truth in her little joke. 
Reeves pulled up a minute later on a huge green four-wheeler. It was one of the nice ones, with a bench seat and racks for carrying gear, and a winch bumper on the front covered in lights. The thing looked like it could go anywhere. 
Reeves shot Jodi a look. “What do you think you’re doing?” he said. 
“I’m going with you, of course,” Jodi shot right back. The look on her face assured him that she was ready to put up a fight. Reeves rolled his eyes.
“All right, get on.”
They piled onto the seat and Reeves gunned the engine. “Where are we going?” Jodi shouted over the noise of the engine and the wind. “Are you showing him the armory?”
Reeves shot her a look. “Well, I wasn’t, but now I might as well…”
Jodi cringed. “Sorry. I thought he knew. I saw you guys talking guns. Sorry.” 
 
A half mile of woods separated the main house from the “armory,” which actually turned out to be an indoor combat arena. Reeves placed his hand on a flat white screen at the door and a laser scanned his prints. The door clicked and swung open, and Reeves motioned them inside. 
The building was filled with computer-controlled moving targets, gym equipment, and sparring weapons. Gymnastic and weight training equipment took up most of the main floor; the shooting range used only a narrow section that ran the full length of the far wall. Combat weapons from every country and century lined the parallel wall. Gabriel saw swords, knives, throwing stars, nunchaku, escrima and dozens of other things that he couldn’t even name. He stood there for a moment dumbfounded. 
“What do you think?” Reeves said, one eyebrow cocked mischievously. Gabriel threw his glance between them, and then back around the room. 
“I don’t know,” he stammered. “What… what’s it all for?” 
“Practice,” said Reeves. “It’s important to stay sharp and keep your skills honed.”
Gabriel nodded. “But why?” he said. “What do you do, exactly?”
“He’s a butler!” Jodi said, and burst into laughter. Reeves glanced at her sideways and then back at Gabriel.
“If I told you what I do, you wouldn’t believe me,” he said. “Now, let’s see about getting those fingerprints.” 
Reeves wandered towards a counter at the back of the room and they followed him. It was a glass display case, and lights came on inside as they approached. Inside, Gabriel saw shelves lined with handguns, rifles, and ammunition. He recognized most of the guns and realized he knew their names better than he knew his own. Ruger, Glock, Smith & Wesson, Taurus… That was strange enough by itself, but there was also something else that was unusual. He did a double take when he saw the bullets. They didn’t look like they were made out of lead, or any other metal. They looked clear. Perhaps they were some sort of practice bullets, or non-lethal bullets, he thought.
“Thumb,” Reeves said. He held out a strange metallic-looking Iphone. Gabriel pushed his thumb onto the screen and waited. A light flashed across the screen and then the little light at the top corner turned green. Reeves turned the phone around and activated the camera. 
“Say cheese!” 
Gabriel gave him a blank stare as the flash went off and blinded him. Reeves smiled as he downloaded the info into the computer and sent it off. “Okay,” he said. “The police should have everything they need to find out who you are. Give ‘em a day or two and they’ll probably find your family, too.” 
A buzzing sound came from Reeves’ pocket, and he pulled his phone back out. He stared at the screen for a second, reading a text message. “Looks like Julia’s ready for your shopping trip, Gabriel. Shall we?”
 
They didn’t speak on the way back to the house, but Jodi sat next to Gabriel with a comforting hand on his arm, as if she were trying to calm him down. He wondered if she could sense the anxiety he felt. He didn’t know how to deal with everything going on in his head. It wasn’t just the fact that he had amnesia. It was the strange feeling that had been building inside of him, the feeling that he was more than just an ordinary kid. He didn’t like it. He didn’t want to be different. He just wanted to find his family. He wanted to go home –wherever that was- and be normal. The anxious feeling in the pit of his stomach told him that it might not be possible, but he tried to ignore it.
They parked at the front of the mansion. Jodi said goodbye as she climbed off the ATV, and started walking down the road. 
As they entered the house, Reeves said, “She’s really taken with you.” Gabriel snorted. 
“Truly,” Reeves said. “You should feel privileged. Usually she can’t be friends with a boy until she’s beaten him up!”
“She must not have many friends,” Gabriel said.
“Nonsense. She’s beat up just about every boy in town.”
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
 
 
The rest of the afternoon was a blur. Gabriel had been expecting a new shirt and a pair of jeans. Instead, Julia took him on a whirlwind shopping tour of every store in town -including every store in the entire mall. When it was said and done, Gabriel had bags of clothes, new shoes and boots, a cell phone and a media player, and more stuff that he couldn’t even remember. He had enough clothes to go for two weeks without doing laundry.  
At one point, he’d mentioned that he only needed enough clothes for a day or two until the police found his family. Julia’s face grew distant at that remark. She smiled slightly and said, “Yes, of course.” Then she returned to shopping. Gabriel wasn’t sure, but he could have sworn he’d seen tears welling up in her eyes.
She spent most of the trip on her cell phone, talking in one hand while directing him to try something on with the other. Over lunch, she paused to give him a brief explanation. 
“I’m putting together a little party,” she said. “More of a get-together, really. The police have been handing out flyers with your picture all over town and Channel 7 news has been running your story all day. The community is being very supportive. I’d like to show our gratitude by having a few people over to meet you. Would that be okay?”
“Sure,” Gabriel said. 
He didn’t think much more about it until he woke the next morning to the rumble of diesel engines, clanging steel, and the ethereal sound of voices drifting on the wind. 
He dragged himself out of bed and looked out across the estate. Trucks and trailers lined the drive, and dozens of workers scurried back and forth across the lawns. They were erecting what appeared to be carnival equipment. The Ferris wheel was nearly complete. 
Gabriel shook his head, wondering if he was dreaming. Julia hadn’t said anything about a carnival. And then he saw the sign, and he understood. It was a long banner with the words, “Welcome, Gabriel!” printed across the front. Julia was throwing him some sort of welcoming party. With a carnival. 
The woman was nuts.
She had said something about throwing a “small party” while they were out shopping, but he hadn’t thought much of it at the time. He never would have guessed she meant something like this. 
Under his window, Gabriel could see Reeves herding a crew of news reporters down to the south end of the orchard at the edge of the broad lawn. The reporters didn’t look too happy with the arrangements, but Reeves said something that seemed to pacify them and they went back to work. They began setting up their equipment. And then the security crew arrived. They crawled out of two long vans and went to work, setting up perimeters along the drive and around the estate. They began patrolling like rabid pit bulls with two-way radios and headsets.
Then came the caterers. Three large trucks pulled up to the end of the drive and Reeves guided them across the lawn to the picnic area. A dozen cooks wearing white shirts and aprons piled out. They went to work like ants scurrying over a picnic. Half of them began erecting chairs and long tables, while the rest brought grills and barbecues out of the trucks and started cooking. Gabriel’s stomach rumbled as the smell of food drifted across the estate. 
He forced himself away from the window. He had work to do.
 
Gabriel had finally gotten his clothes put away and was about to head downstairs in search of some food when the steady beat of an approaching helicopter drew him back to the window. It was the NEWS 7 chopper, and it was circling the estate. He glanced down and saw Julia standing at the front drive, dialing her cell phone. One minute later, the chopper fled. How had she done that with a single phone call? Gabriel was still learning the reach of her power. He decided that between her and Reeves, it was a wonder they didn’t scare everybody off. No such luck. 
The guests began to arrive at one o’clock, and the pressure began to mount. It was at this point that Gabriel realized that all the excitement was about him. The reporters, the security, the guests -whose cars now lined the drive all the way back to the road- were all there because of him. He started pacing back and forth. Maybe this party hadn’t been such a good idea. Maybe they should just call it off… Maybe, if he snuck out the back door, they would all just go away. 
No, they’d catch him. There were security guards everywhere. On the other hand, the mansion was a big place. If he could just find a good hiding spot…. 
The door swung open and Julia stepped into his room. “You ready?” she said cheerfully. Too late. He should have run for it twenty minutes ago. 
“Not exactly,” he said. 
Julia gave him the once-over. “You look all right. Change into that blue shirt we got you yesterday, and brush your hair. That ought to do it!”
Gabriel did as he was told. There was no getting out of it now. 
Julia wasn’t satisfied with his hair-brushing skills. She took over halfway through, jerking the brush through his tangled curls, and then stepped back to inspect her work. “There! All right, then. Your public awaits. Shall we?”
Gabriel nodded sullenly. Julia must have noticed his pale face. “There’s nothing to worry about,” she said, taking him by the arm. 
She guided him slowly down the hallway, offering comforting words that he barely heard over the pounding in his chest. The worst of it came as they descended the stairs towards the main hall. “The press will have their chance to interview you on the front stairs,” she said. “You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to, but it would be nice. They’ve been running stories of you on the news since yesterday morning. The whole town knows your story, and they want to help you find your family. Getting your face on TV might help.”
Gabriel almost groaned. All those reporters were waiting on the other side of that door? He fought the urge to turn and run. It wouldn’t do any good. He set his jaw and resolved to see his way through it. “What should I tell them?” he said. 
“Whatever you feel like. Just try to be polite. And don’t get all panicky. I’m right here with you. If it starts to get too much for you just squeeze my hand, and we’ll go.”
“Okay.”
 
Julia turned the knob and the doors swung wide open. Flash bulbs went off and camera lights came up. Gabriel squinted against the flashes. Microphones appeared, lowered on long booms to within inches of his face, and everyone started shouting questions at once. Reeves appeared at the bottom of the stairs to take control of the chaos. “ONE AT A TIME!” he shouted. “ONE AT A TIME!” 
“How are you feeling Gabriel?” someone shouted. Gabriel tried to think of something funny to say. Anything but the truth, which was that he was terrified! His mind raced, and he took a deep breath. Just say something, he thought. 
He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped as something odd caught he eye. He did a double take. Standing innocently in the midst of the crowd, he saw an unusually tall man wearing a long black trench coat and a black fedora, the kind of hat that went out of style about the time television was invented. The man –if he could be called that- was strangely out of place. Gabriel felt a chill down his spine as he watched the thing. It stood a full head taller than the tallest person in the crowd. It was at least seven feet tall, probably a bit more. 
The creature turned and locked eyes with Gabriel, and he froze. Its eyes were black and soulless, the skin on its face pale and taut, revealing more skull than flesh. It emanated pure evil.
An invisible force seemed to push at Gabriel like the repelling of a magnet, and he took a small step back. Why didn’t anyone see the horrid thing? It was standing there in broad daylight, head and shoulders taller than anyone else. It didn’t even seem to be human. 
The pressure increased, and Gabriel’s breath caught in his chest. The creature’s hands came up, grisly and pale, almost fleshless. The bones beneath the pallid skin were clearly visible. It spread its fingers wide as if it were catching a ball and then quickly doubled them into fists. An invisible fist struck him in the gut and Gabriel doubled over, exhaling loudly. 
He sucked air into his lungs and forced himself to stand straight. He scanned the crowd and saw an ocean of blank faces. The creature was gone. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
 
 
Gabriel realized all the reporters were still watching him, their faces etched with confusion. How long had they been waiting for him to answer their question? He blinked and realized that the widow was squeezing his hand desperately. “I’m sorry everyone,” she said. “I don’t think he’s been feeling well. Shall we go back inside Gabriel? Gabriel?” Julia knelt over, putting her face very close to his own. “Are you okay? Do you want to go back inside?” 
Gabriel saw the worry in her eyes and suddenly felt like a terrible disappointment. The importance of the moment overcame him. He steadied himself, determined to see things through. The man in black was gone. Compared to him, these reporters weren’t scary at all.
“I’m fine!” he said. The reporters cheered and a smile flashed across Julia’s face. 
“Gabriel, how do you like living in a mansion?” someone cried out.
“It’s nice,” he said. “But I keep getting lost trying to find the bathroom.” Laughter erupted, although Gabriel didn’t think it was that funny because it was true. The place was practically a castle. It had taken him fifteen minutes to find his way back to his bedroom from the kitchen Saturday morning. 
The questions resumed and he answered them to the best of his ability. They asked about his amnesia and when he would be well –something he couldn’t possibly know- and then a few questions about Gabriel’s new “family.” It went on for about fifteen minutes, until the final question ended the interview rather abruptly. 
“Are you really going to try to find your parents, now that you’re rich?” said a reporter with a cynical sneer on his face.
Gabriel didn’t know how to respond. Why wouldn’t he try to find his parents? Was the man implying that he wouldn’t want to, now that he lived with Julia? Because she was rich? Gabriel stood there flabbergasted for a moment, but Julia stepped up to the microphones. 
“I WILL NOT tolerate that sort of rudeness!” she said. The chill in her voice cut through the crowd like a knife and they all began to murmur nervously. Julia pointed to the reporter “If you value your job, you’ll be gone by the time I count to ten!” 
The reporter stumbled back a step, right into two large security guards who were ready to escort him off the estate. Several more guards materialized from out of nowhere and began herding the reporters back to their trucks. As they left, Gabriel heard some of the reporters giving the loudmouth a tongue-lashing. He’d ruined a great interview for the rest of them.
Julia guided Gabriel down the stairs and in the direction of the party. “Don’t pay him any mind,” she said. “Sometimes when people are unhappy with their own lives, it makes them feel better to bring others down. You do understand that I’m going to do everything in my power to find your family, don’t you?”
Gabriel nodded. “I know. Thanks for that.” He glanced around and saw Jodi headed in their direction. She waved, and he waved back.
“Don’t mention it,” said Julia. “I know what it’s like to be separated from people you love. In fact, if you ever want to talk about things just remember I’m always here for you.”
“Okay,” he said. Maybe someday he really would be comfortable talking to her. At the moment however, he just wanted to get the party over with and get on with his life. Somehow, he doubted she wanted to hear that.
Julia checked her watch. “Look, we’re a little early. That interview was supposed to go a bit longer than that. Would you mind hanging out with Jodi for a few minutes while I get everything moving?”
“Sure.” 
Jodi arrived just as Julia left. They greeted one another with a passing smile. Then Julia disappeared into the fray and Gabriel found himself standing at the bottom of the stairs with Jodi.
“How’s it going?” she said. “It looked like there was some trouble with the interview.”
“Nothing major,” Gabriel said. “Just some jerk. I just wish this whole thing was over.” He didn’t mention the creature, of course. He was already starting to wonder if it had just been a daydream -perhaps a hallucination caused by his fear during the interview- and if he brought it up, Jodi would just think he was crazy anyway. He decided it would be best to keep that whole incident to himself. 
“I don’t blame you. All those people talking about you, staring at you. That’s gotta suck. Reeves said it‘d be twenty minutes before the party’s ready. Wanna go for a walk?”
“Sure.” Gabriel didn’t care what they did as long as it was away from the reporters. Jodi led the way around the west side of the house and they began strolling through the orchard. 
The walnuts and oaks in the ancient grove grew in straight lines, which seemed odd compared with their misshapen, gnarled appearance. The place had a haunted kind of feel to it, but not in a threatening way. It was just strange and beautiful all at once. In addition, it was cool, shady, and quiet. It was just what Gabriel needed. Unfortunately, the peace that settled over him wasn’t to last.
“All right,” Jodi said suddenly, turning to face him. “Let’s see it!”
“See what?” Gabriel said. 
“You know what I’m talking about. The mark. Let’s see it.”
“Oh.” The realization slowly settled over him. His birthmark… She wanted to see it. But how did she know about it? And why would she care? “What’s the big deal?” he said suspiciously.
“Just show it to me,” Jodi insisted.
“Fine.” Gabriel unbuttoned his new shirt enough to pull the fabric over his shoulder. Jodi caught her breath as she saw the mark. 
“Is it real?” she said. She reached out, tracing the star-shape with her finger. There was an awkward moment as Gabriel stood there feeling half-naked, with Jodi running her fingers along his shoulder. His cheeks went flush with embarrassment. Jodi must have noticed, because she looked up and then took a quick step back. Her own face reddened a bit.
“Are you happy now?” Gabriel said. He pulled the shirt back and started buttoning furiously. He realized he sounded a bit rude because of his embarrassment, but he wasn’t about to apologize. After all, she was the one who’d insisted on seeing it.
“Sorry,” she said thoughtfully. “I guess I just didn’t believe it.”
“You didn’t believe I had a birthmark? What’s the big deal?”
Jodi started walking again, and he fell in by her side. She took a moment to form her thoughts before she spoke, as if she were deciding exactly what she should tell him. Or perhaps, what she shouldn’t. “You’re shadowborn, aren’t you?” she said. 
“I’m what?”
“Never mind. Have you ever heard of Dark Matter?”
“No. Why?”
“It’s a scientific theory. Astronomers figured it out when they were looking at the stars. They realized that some planets were being affected by gravity from objects that weren’t there. They realized that there must be something there, they just couldn’t see it. So they called the invisible stuff in the universe Dark Matter. They started doing calculations, and figured out that our universe is about ninety percent Dark Matter.”
“So ninety percent of the world is invisible?”
“Exactly, which makes sense if you think about it. I mean, you can’t see atoms or molecules, right? There’s all kinds of stuff we can’t see with the human eye. So we make machines that can see it. Only, there are some things out there that we haven’t figured out how to see yet. With our current technology, you can only see the effect that Dark Matter has on other things.”
“Like the orbit of those planets. Doesn’t that mean this invisible stuff has to be pretty big, to affect the movement of a planet?”
“Bingo. For all we know, there are whole planets out there that we can’t see. Basically, a whole universe. There could be anything out there, even life forms and other civilizations.”
Gabriel laughed. “So what you’re saying is there’s a whole universe around us that we can’t see. Even planets up in the sky that are invisible? Maybe even invisible creatures around us right now?”
“Think about it. You’ve heard of paranormal phenomena… ghosts, demons, UFO’s. Stuff like that. Did you ever wonder if any of it was real?”
“No,” Gabriel laughed again. Jodi gave him a dirty look.
“You’re going to have to start thinking for yourself if you’re gonna survive around here.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Gabriel was losing his patience. He couldn’t tell if Jodi was just messing with his head or if she really did believe all this craziness. And what really bothered him was the feeling in his gut that some part of him actually wanted to believe her. In a way, what she said made sense. But it didn’t have anything to do with him. Did it? 
Jodi planted her feet firmly on the ground, one hand on her hips, the other pointing right at his nose. “You’ve got to start reading BETWEEN THE LINES! There’s a lot more going on in this world than what you see on TV. There are things all around you, things that you couldn’t even begin to describe, or to understand.” She pulled something from her back pocket and thrust it into his hands. It was a small, paperback book with a nondescript black cover. Printed on the cover in small white letters were the words:
 
 
The Book of
ShadowS
By: Professor P.S. Frump
 
 
 
Gabriel flipped through the pages and saw dozens of black and white drawings of fantastical creatures. Some were familiar -mythological beasts like unicorns and dragons- but there were many he’d never even heard of. Each page was dedicated to one particular creature, with a drawing of what the creature looked like and a brief paragraph describing it. The book described them all as shadow creatures.
“What am I supposed to do with this?” he said.
“Read it, stupid,” said Jodi. “That’s what books are for, isn’t it? Try to learn something while you’re at it.” 
Gabriel snorted. “What kind of head game are you playing?”
Jodi clenched her fists and it looked like she might punch him. Gabriel took a step back and settled into a defensive posture. He had no desire to hit a girl, but he wasn’t above defending himself. 
Surprisingly, Jodi relaxed herself and very coolly said, “I think the party’s started.” She spun on her heels and started walking back. Gabriel had no choice but to follow her. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
 
 
Julia was waiting when they arrived, and she instructed Gabriel to sit at the head of the table. Reeves was there, already seated, along with two other guests that Gabriel had not yet met. The first was a distinguished looking elderly man with gray hair. He was smaller in stature than Reeves, but had broad shoulders and a strong jaw. His eyes were sharp and clear, like brilliant pools of crystal blue. He looked surprisingly fit for a man of his age, which Gabriel guessed was either late fifties or early sixties -probably about ten years older than Reeves and Julia. 
A slender black cane with a silver wolf’s-head grip was slung from the back of his chair. Gabriel noted that the man didn’t use it when he stood to greet him. “I’m Flannigan Oglesby,” he said in a pleasant British accent. “It’s nice to meet you. I hope you’re getting settled in?” 
“Yes sir,” Gabriel said, doing his best to be polite.
“Mr. Oglesby teaches science and astronomy at the middle school,” Julia said. “He’ll probably be one of your teachers.”
“If not two,” Mr. Oglesby said, laughing at his own joke. Gabriel smiled weakly. 
The second guest was a young man about a year older than Gabriel. He was tall and skinny, with a freckly face and odd octagonal-shaped eyeglasses. They looked like something Ben Franklin would have worn. “…And this is Pete Skeverson,” Julia said. “He’s a grade above you. You’ll see him around the estate a lot because he handles all of our computer systems. He’s quite a prodigy.” 
“It’s no big deal,” Pete said. “I’m into computers and stuff.”
“Pete’s father recently won a Nobel prize. He’s an ambassador for the US government. What’s your father up to these days, Pete?”
“Skiing, I think,” Pete said sourly. “Him and mom have been in Switzerland for the last three weeks. They’re not due home until at least the end of the month.”
“That’s too bad,” said Julia. “It’s not right that they leave you alone all that time.”
“I’m okay. My aunt checks on me all the time. Besides, I’m here half the time anyway.” Julia let it go, but Gabriel could tell from the disapproving look on her face that this wasn’t the end of it.
Despite the expensive catering service, dinner was actually a smorgasbord of kids’ food. The guests were welcome to choose between corndogs, hamburgers, pizza, or chicken strips, plus there was a soda fountain with unlimited refills. There was also a salad bar -no doubt at Julia’s insistence- but it didn’t seem to be very popular. 
While standing in line for a refill, Jodi and Pete introduced Gabriel to a few kids from school. He couldn’t remember most of their names, the introductions came so fast, but they all seemed very nice. There was another group of kids however, that did not seem nice at all. 
Their leader was a big kid named Robby. He was a tall, scrawny eighth grader with long, greasy hair and a bad attitude. They said he ran the school like the Godfather. Everyone seemed to be afraid of him. When Gabriel first saw him, Robby was cutting in line at the soda fountain. Gabriel made a move to stop him, but Jodi and Pete held him back.
“See those four kids following him around?” Pete said. “They’re called the Death Squad. They’re all eighth graders, and they love to make trouble. They’re always pushing kids around, stealing money and stuff. Sometimes they find a kid they don’t like and beat him up just for the fun of it.”
“Why doesn’t somebody stop them?” Gabriel said. “They might be big, but they’re not big enough to fight all of us.”
“Maybe,” Pete said. “But they carry weapons too. They always carry knives and I heard that Robby was suspended last year for bringing a gun to school.”
Gabriel eyed the boys as they stepped ahead in line. “So Robby’s in eighth grade,” he said. “He looks more like he’s eighteen.”
“He probably is,” said Jodi. “He’s dumb enough to have been held back that many times.” 
The members of the Death Squad were busy joking and laughing, pushing the smaller kids aside, and Gabriel took a moment to size them up. He studied them, making subtle calculations: height, weight, physical condition -even what they were wearing and how they walked. Any detail might be of importance, and there wasn’t much Gabriel missed when he was paying attention. 
Of the five, he thought at least three had pocketknives, and one had something bulky inside his front jeans pocket. Two of them wore steel-toed boots, which only made sense for a kid to wear if he was planning to kick someone. Pete was right. Those kids were trouble. 
Shortly, Gabriel and his friends returned to the table. They engaged in polite conversation with the adults as they ate. After they were finished, Julia grabbed a microphone and made an announcement:
 “First of all I’d like to thank you all for coming!” she said. “This is a very important event and we’re thrilled you all cared so much to attend.” There was some applause and Gabriel shifted uncomfortably as all the faces turned to stare at him again. He turned about three shades of red. “I’d also like to thank you for all of your gifts. There are far too many to open now, so we’ll let Gabriel stay up late tonight.” There was a little bit of laughter. 
Gabriel was surprised. It was a little awkward, having all those strangers bringing him gifts. What he didn’t fully understand was that the entire town had been following his story all weekend. This sort of thing just didn’t happen in a small town like Shadow Falls. Everyone wanted to make sure Gabriel was well cared for, whether he found his parents or not. In the two days since his appearance, Gabriel had become something of a local celebrity.
Julia continued:
“Last of all, I would personally like to show my appreciation to all of you. Therefore, I have something special planned. No doubt, you’ve noticed the carnival to my right. Well, we are going to have free rides for the rest of the evening.” Screams filled the air, so loud that they almost hurt Gabriel’s ears. 
“Good,” Julia said. “I can see you’re all ready. If everyone would just form a line at the gate…” The kids were scrambling before she even got the sentence out. “Also, Reeves will be handing out raffle tickets for all the children. At the end of the evening, most of you will get prizes. However, only one person will get the grand prize… a MOTORCYCLE!”
Gabriel glanced at Jodi and she shot him a triumphant look. “I’m gonna get that,” she said confidently.  
The kids screamed at the announcement and began pushing and shoving anxiously. Reeves appeared at the gate. “No pushing!” he shouted, and a stillness descended over the line. Even Robby and the Death Squad weren’t gonna mess with Reeves. “I will be watching you… all of you.” this part he directed directly at Robby, “So don’t make trouble. Take your ticket when you pass through the gate. Keep it! Don’t lose it or you won’t get a prize! And the rule is first come, first serve. No trading, no whining, and NO FIGHTING. Everyone understand?”
“YES!” they all shouted. 
Reeves smiled, something Gabriel hadn’t seen before. He clearly wasn’t used to doing it. “All right then. GO!” He swung the gate open and got out of the way as the children stampeded through, each snatching a ticket out of the metal box as they ran by. 
Jodi caught Gabriel by the arm. “We’re doing the Zipper!” she said. Gabriel followed along, even though he had no idea what the Zipper was. 
The rest of the evening was a blur. Gabriel, Jodi, and Pete spent the next few hours running from one ride to another as fast as their legs could carry them. The vendors were even giving out free cotton candy and caramel-covered apples, so by the time they were through, none of the kids were feeling that well. They’d been eating sweets and going on death-defying rides all night long. 
Finally, Julia gathered them all together. She stood on a platform at the front of the crowd so everyone could see her and began calling out the raffle numbers. Gabriel noticed a younger kid crying because he’d lost his ticket. Gabriel pulled the strip of paper out of his pocket and handed it to the boy. 
“Gee, thanks!” the kid said, his eyes wide. 
Gabriel smiled. “No problem. I’ve got too much stuff anyway.”
A few minutes later Julia called Jodi’s number. Jodi hustled up to the front of the crowd and came back carrying a large box. Gabriel watched as she unwrapped it and pulled out another box. Inside that box was another, and then another, and another. By the time she was done, Jodi’s grin had faded to an annoyed glare. She was surrounded by boxes. In her hands, she held the last one, a tiny little square that barely fit in her palm. 
“I don’t believe this,” she muttered. 
Reeves appeared next to them. “Ah, that looks like a good one,” he said, winking at Gabriel. Jodi shot him a look.
“I couldn’t fit a quarter in here, Reeves. I started with a box almost as big as me.”
Reeves was still smiling. “Big things come in small packages,” he said wisely. Jodi rolled her eyes. 
“Well, open it already!” Gabriel said. He’d been watching her open boxes for ten minutes. He was getting impatient. 
Jodi sighed and opened the tiny box. And then she squealed. She pulled out a shining silver pendant in the shape of a unicorn with diamonds for eyes. Attached to it was a fine silver chain. “Reeves, you knew!” she said. Jodi leapt up and threw her arms around him.
“Oh, I had an idea what it might have been,” he chuckled. 
The moment ended as Julia turned the mic back on. “Finally,” she announced, “it’s time for the GRAND PRIZE!” The crowd roared. 
One of the security guards rolled a brand new dirt bike up next to her. Julia held up a ticket stub. “This is the LAST NUMBER!” she said. “Whoever has the other half of this ticket wins a motorbike!” The crowd cheered again as Julia glanced down at the ticket stub. “1, 6, 7… Oh, I forgot! After this prize, the carnival will shut down in thirty minutes. So, get your rides while you can!” The children waited impatiently through this announcement. She began again: “1,6, 7, 35, 5, 94!” 
“Here!” a voice shouted in the midst of the crowd. Gabriel saw a hand shoot up in the air. His eyes followed the hand as it moved through the crowd. Gabriel’s jaw dropped as Pete appeared on the stage.
“I don’t believe it,” Jodi said. “He won the dirt bike.” 
Julia checked Pete’s ticket and confirmed the numbers. Everyone clapped as Pete rolled his new motorcycle off the stage. Julia directed him towards the barn, and Pete disappeared behind the carnival rides. 
Jodi talked Gabriel into going on a few more rides, but he didn’t enjoy them much. It was getting late, he was tired, and he was glad the party was almost over. There was a thought that had been gnawing at the back of his mind all evening. His family was out there somewhere, but he was having a party. 
He knew the police were doing everything they could. The press had been helping as well, but it didn’t seem like enough. It didn’t seem right for him to be enjoying himself when -for all he knew- his family could be out there suffering somewhere. What if something had happened to them? What if the entire family had gotten in a wreck? What if he’d been found just because he happened to wander off? 
The thought made him sick to his stomach. He knew it wasn’t likely. The first place the police would have searched would have been the area where he was found. Still, there was a chance that he had a family out there somewhere and that they needed him. And here he was, at a carnival.
Finally, the rides shut down and the carnival lights started going off. Gabriel and Jodi walked back to the house together. They were halfway up the drive when they heard a shout in the distance.
“It’s MINE!” a familiar voice cried.
“Not anymore, it’s not!”
They exchanged a look. “That sounded like Pete!” Jodi said. 
Gabriel pointed at the barn. “I think it came from there.” 
They broke into a run. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
 
 
They sprinted across the lawn as fast as they dared in the dim light. The stars were clear overhead and the moon was just coming up on the horizon. If not for that, they would have been in complete darkness.
As they reached the barn, Gabriel saw pale light streaming out between doors. Pete let out a yelp and Gabriel put on an extra burst of speed. Jodi was right at his heels as they plowed through the doors and stumbled headlong into the Death Squad. 
Pete was seated on his motorbike as if he’d been about to ride it out of there. Robby had him by the collar with his fist raised in the air. Poor Pete looked terrified.
“Let him go, Robby!” Jodi shouted. 
Robby laughed. “Well this must be Christmas!” he said. “I got me a new dirt bike, and I get to beat up three little brats all at the same time!” The Death Squad spread out, surrounding them and blocking the exit. Robby lifted Pete off the bike and threw him backwards into a stack of hay.
The Death Squad broke out in laughter as Pete tumbled head over heels, frantically trying to get back on his feet. Jodi took advantage of the distraction by tripping the kid next to her. She stuck out her leg and gave him a hard shove. He went straight to the ground. He landed hard on his rump and his smile vanished. 
“Get them!” Robby shouted. 
Gabriel’s mind had been racing, trying to keep track of everything that was going on. The boys were probably carrying weapons. He was afraid that if he made a move, something terrible might happen. He was trying to think of a way to end the whole situation peacefully. When the first two boys attacked Jodi, Gabriel knew there wasn’t any peaceful solution. 
The kid next to Jodi grabbed her, while the boy she had tripped hauled off to punch her. The other two rushed Gabriel. Robby watched the whole thing play out with an approving grin. 
Gabriel wasn’t sure exactly what happened next. Something changed inside of him, like the flipping of a switch. Everything became a matter of instinct.
Gabriel exploded into action.
He leapt like a panther. Robby’s grin disappeared as Gabriel vaulted over him. He landed with his feet on Robby’s shoulders. The two boys who had been about to grab Gabriel stumbled as he disappeared overhead. They ran into each other. 
Gabriel launched himself from Robby’s shoulders and caught one of the roof beams. The force of his jump pushed Robby backwards, and the older boy stumbled as he hit the bike. He landed face-first in the dirt and the motorcycle came crashing down on top of him. Robby yelled for someone to give him a hand, but no one could.
Gabriel used his inertia to swing forward. He did a somersault in the air, and landed on the shoulders of the Jodi’s attacker. The kid crumpled. She bent forward, pulling her weight against the third boy who holding her from behind. She twisted, and flipped him over her shoulder. He landed hard on the barn floor, gasping for breath. 
Robby was back on his feet by then, and he rushed Gabriel. Gabriel danced back, waiting for Robby’s attack. The bully launched himself forward, trying to tackle Gabriel, but Gabriel wasn’t there. At the last second, he leapt into the air and spun sideways. Robby missed him completely. Robby hit the ground hard enough that it knocked the breath out of him, and he lay there helplessly, fingers clawing at the dirt as he gasped for breath.
Gabriel stepped aside, circling warily. None of the kids made a move. They were all struggling just to get up. 
A shadow filled the doorway. “WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?”
The ground seemed to shake beneath the force of Reeves’ voice. His face had gone a deep crimson color and a vein was throbbing in his neck. Even under his sport-suit, Gabriel could see the man’s muscles bulging. Gabriel fought the urge to run. Robby looked about ready to pee his pants. 
Suddenly they were all tripping over their tongues, trying to get their side of the story out first. Robby and the Death Squad made up some story about Pete giving them the motorcycle. Naturally, Pete said it was a complete lie.
“That’s enough!” Reeves finally said. “Pete, did you say these kids could have your bike? You know the security-cams won’t lie.”
“Cameras?” Robby gulped. The Death Squad exchanged worried looks.
“Of course I didn’t give it to them!” Pete said. “I won it, and it’s mine!” Pete had a black and blue swelling around his left eye. Robby must have laid a good one on him before Jodi and Gabriel they got there. 
“Jodi, you and Gabriel take Pete back to the house and get cleaned up before Julia sees you. I’ll lock up the barn.” He turned back to the death squad. “As for the rest of you, we’re going to have a little talk.”           
Robby and his friends didn’t need any more encouragement. They raced past Reeves and went screaming into the darkness. Reeves lifted his two-way radio and informed security that they had a few teenagers to escort off the property. 
 
Reeves caught up with the children in the kitchen. He was still angry, and he seemed to be especially disappointed with Gabriel. “You could have killed somebody!” he said angrily. “What were you thinking?”
“But they started it!” Gabriel insisted. “They attacked us!”
“It’s true,” Pete supported. “If Gabriel hadn’t jumped in, they might have killed us.”
“They weren’t going to kill anyone,” Reeves said. “They might have taken the motorbike, but is that really worth risking your lives over?”
They all stared guiltily at the ground. “You especially should have known better, Gabriel. With your abilities, it’s a wonder you didn’t break somebody’s neck. I’ve watched the security video three times and I still don’t know how you pulled off some of those moves.”
Gabriel was downcast. “I didn’t even know I could do that stuff,” he said. “It just kind of… happened. I wasn’t trying to hurt anybody.”
“I know. That’s why I’ve asked Julia not to punish you over this. I know that you’ve had a rough time of it and you’re still trying to figure some things out. However, be that as it may, I don’t ever want to hear of something like this happening again. Let this be a lesson to you. Now that you know what you’re capable of, you need to learn to control it. Otherwise, someone might really get hurt.”
“Okay,” Gabriel said meekly. It wasn’t fair. The Death Squad had started it all. They had attacked first, and all Gabriel did was stop them. Why was he taking all the heat? There was no point in arguing with Reeves, though. It was obvious he wasn’t going to get anywhere. 
Julia appeared in the doorway. “Are we through?” She said. Reeves nodded. “Good. Gabriel, you’ve got a room full of gifts needing to be cleaned up. Don’t forget to keep all the cards so we can send out thank-you notes later.” She turned her attention to Pete and Jodi. “You two better be running along.”
Jodi and Pete started to leave, but then Jodi paused. “I almost forgot your present!” she said. She reached into her back pocket and withdrew a long, thin cardboard box. 
“You didn’t have to get me a present,” Gabriel said. He was surprised, because until that evening he was pretty sure Jodi hated him.
“Don’t be silly. Besides, it’s no big deal. Just something I thought you could use. And it’s from Reeves, too. Are you gonna open it or what?” Reeves and Jodi exchanged a secret smile.
Gabriel accepted the box and looked it over. It was rather smashed, and he wondered if its contents had survived the fight. He tore the ribbon off and opened it up. Inside, he found a blackened-steel digital watch with a thick leather wristband. It was surprisingly heavy and appeared to be very well built.
“Thanks,” he said. “This thing looks tough!”
“Don’t thank me yet,” she laughed. “Read the instructions carefully.” 
Gabriel pulled the little booklet out and flipped it open. It said:
 
Congratulations on your purchase of a Schlock & Hemmler tazer watch. The 500,000-volt discharge capacity will give you many reliable years of peace of mind. Please read all instructions carefully…
 
“Tazer watch?” Gabriel said.
“Yep,” Jodi smiled. “You know, just in case anything should happen. It’s a real tazer, so be careful with it.”
Gabriel stared at the thing. “Thanks,” he said numbly. He wasn’t sure what to think. He was suddenly reminded of their earlier conversation about Dark Matter and shadow creatures. Pete interrupted his thoughts. 
 “Guess we could’ve used this in the barn tonight, huh?” he said mischievously. Reeves gave him a look and all the kids burst out laughing. “I’m only kidding, Reeves… But seriously -Jodi, do you think I could have one of those?”
Julia shooed them out of the kitchen and followed after to lock the front door. Over her shoulder, she said, “You’d better get to work on that room, Gabriel. It’s getting late and tomorrow’s a school day.”
Gabriel felt a jolt of panic. School? He was going to school?
“Okay,” he said weakly.  
He took a step towards the doorway, but Reeves placed a hand on his shoulder. “By the way, those were some fantastic moves,” he whispered. He gave Gabriel a wink and then pushed him towards the doorway. 
On the way to his room, Gabriel decided that everyone he knew was crazy. That wasn’t necessarily bad, though. He liked them all, and they all seemed to genuinely care about him. He supposed that was what it was like to have a family. Unfortunately, it just reminded him that he already had a family somewhere out there. Didn’t he?
 


 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
 
 
Gabriel had forgotten about the Book of Shadows, until it fell out of his pocket as he was getting ready for bed. He crawled between the covers and read a few chapters. The first outlined a rather complicated explanation of shadow creatures. It described them as life forms comprised of Dark Matter. The text went into some scientific detail, and was rather difficult to understand. Gabriel only skimmed through it because he wanted to see the pictures. Once he’d seen them, he regretted it.
The Minotaur from mythology had always seemed more or less silly to Gabriel, until he read about them in the Book of Shadows. The book described them as ten-foot-tall demi-humans with a thirst for human blood and a pair of horns that they used to gore their victims. 
The book also described a creature called the “Jersey Devil,” a legend from American folklore. Apparently, it wasn’t just a legend. The creature was approximately seventeen feet in length with a wingspan of almost thirty. It was somewhat humanoid in appearance, except that it had a bird-like head, long bat-like wings, and a tail. It had the strength to lift a moving car from the ground and carry it for several miles. Once the creature had its victims in a safe place, it devoured them, leaving only bones for the police to find.
 Some of the other creatures in the book were even worse. Much worse. There were several different classifications of shadow creature. Two of the primary sub-classifications were parasitic and carnivorous. The parasites functioned just like normal parasites, consuming energy and resources from the victim until he became sick and eventually died. Some of them were as large as a house. 
The carnivores always consumed their prey even if it was still alive, and even if that prey was human. Another interesting sub-classification was ethereal. These creatures were primarily harmless, and they seemed to appear in the dimensions of both light and Dark Matter. Of all shadowkind, the least was known about the ethereal creatures. The Book asserted that they were accountable for most reports of ghosts and hauntings. 
Gabriel tossed and turned all night, and woke feeling more tired than when he’d gone to bed. When he glanced out the window and saw the estate blanketed in fog, he had the urge to crawl right back into those warm blankets. He couldn’t though. Today, he had to go to school. 
After a quick breakfast, Reeves gave him an ATV ride down to the highway to wait for the bus. Gabriel had hoped Jodi would be there to wait with him, but she wasn’t. The bus arrived ten minutes later, and Gabriel climbed on board. 
The bus driver gave him a friendly smile, but everyone else just stared at him. He heard a few whispers as he wandered down the aisle and settled onto an empty seat near the back of the bus. 
“That’s him,” someone whispered. 
“Hey, it’s the kid from TV.” 
Gabriel didn’t recognize any of the kids as attendees from the party, but he couldn’t be certain. He’d met so many people the night before that by the time it was over, his memory was just a collage of different faces all pasted together. He glanced around. Whenever he met the eyes of another child, they jerked away and pretended not to be looking at him. 
Several stops later, Pete came crawling onto the bus. He saw Gabriel and waved. “Morning,” he said cheerfully as he settled down next to Gabriel. “Where’s Jodi?”
“I haven’t seen her. Does she usually ride this bus?”
“Of course, she lives just down the road from you. Hmm. Her parents must have given her a lift.” Pete reached into his backpack and pulled out a steamy plastic bag. Inside there were two English muffins, stuffed with folded over omelets. “Hungry?” he said. “I brought two.”
“Sure!” Gabriel’s breakfast had consisted of a bowl of oatmeal and a slice of toast. He hadn’t eaten much. Somehow, it didn’t have the same appeal as a warm omelet-stuffed muffin.
“Made it myself,” Pete said. Gabriel smiled, remembering what Pete had said about his parents being gone. It occurred to Gabriel that he and Pete were alike in many ways. They were both alone, but for different reasons. At least Gabriel had Julia and Reeves around to look after him. Pete had a family, but his parents chose not to be with him. Gabriel felt sorry for him.
Pete brought up the ‘incident’ from the night before. He was enamored with Gabriel’s fighting skills, and he made several comments. “I bet you could have taken out that whole gang if Reeves hadn’t shown up!” he said at one point.
“Maybe,” Gabriel said, “I’m glad he did, though. I’m pretty sure some of them were carrying knives, maybe even worse.”
“You could tell that just by looking at them? Wow, you are good. I warned you about those guys. What really sucks is that now you’ll have to watch your back everywhere you go. Trust me, those guys will be looking for a chance to get back at you.”
“Great,” Gabriel said.  
The bus arrived at school half an hour early, so Pete showed Gabriel around. The school was a three-story building with several additional wings that had been added over the years. The front of the building stretched along half a city block. The campus behind spread out over several acres and then gave way to rural farmland.
They ended on the lawn next to the front steps. While they talked, Gabriel couldn’t resist walking up to one of the stone lions that guarded the school’s entrance and feeling the smooth stone. He ran his hand along the lion’s mane and then felt the tip of one of its bared fangs. “Ouch!” he yelped as the fang sliced his finger. Gabriel saw blood gathering, and he quickly stuck his finger in his mouth.
“That’s the school team,” Pete explained. “The Shadow Falls Lions. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue does it?”
“They’re pretty cool-looking. Except when they bite you.” 
Pete laughed at that. “Yeah, I guess so.” At that moment, a long black limousine pulled up to the curb. Everyone stopped talking and watched as Jodi stepped out. “What the heck?” Pete said. “Who’s she with?” Gabriel peered into the tinted windows. 
“I can’t see. The windows are too dark.” The car pulled away and Jodi came up the steps to join them. 
“Good morning,” she said.
“Good morning?” Pete echoed. “You pop up in a limo and all you have to say is morning?”
“Oh, that. Just some friends of the family. Did Pete show you around Gabriel?”
“Yes,” Pete answered for him. “We just finished.”
“Really? Did you get Gabriel’s schedule, and his locker?” They exchanged looks, and Jodi sighed like an overworked mother. “Come on,” she said. “The bell’s about to ring.”
Gabriel had homeroom with Pete and then classes on his own all day long. He had some sort of tutoring program with Mr. Oglesby for sixth period. Jodi laughed when she saw that, but would only say that she had the class as well. Gabriel was a bit disappointed not to have more classes with his friends, but they did have lockers next to each other, and they also shared the same lunch hour. Apparently, there were so many kids jammed into the middle school that they had to have three separate lunch times. 
The bell rang and Gabriel turned to go, but Jodi grabbed his arm. “Watch your back,” she warned. “The Death Squad will be gunning for you. Don’t go into any dark hallways and stay out of the basement. They’re called the Death Squad for a reason.” 
Gabriel nodded. “I’ll be okay,” he assured her. He wasn’t that sure of it himself, but he didn’t want her to worry about him. 
 
Gabriel somehow managed to be late for every class. With only five minutes between rooms, he just couldn’t manage it. Some of the teachers gave him books that he had to take back to his locker and that made it even worse. At lunchtime, Pete gave him some helpful advice “Take your books for periods one and two, then go back for three and four,” he said. “Or whichever classes are closest to each other. Only go to your locker when you have to cross from one side of the school to the other.” 
After lunch, Gabriel found his history class tucked away in a distant corner of the third floor. It was the most out-of-the way spot imaginable, but apparently, it was the only place they had room for the class. 
It wasn’t the room that bothered Gabriel, though, it was the long, empty hallway. His spine prickled as he walked along the semi-lit corridor, thinking about the Death Squad. He passed several empty classrooms, and glanced nervously at the impenetrable darkness behind the windows. If there was a better place to get jumped, he couldn’t imagine it. 
Fortunately, he experienced nothing worse than being five minutes late and having the teacher make a joke at his expense. Everyone laughed at him because he couldn’t find the class, but after the day he’d had, Gabriel didn’t even care. He took his assigned seat and flipped though the pages of his history book while the teacher droned out a boring lesson about ancient Greece. 
Finally, the bell rang signaling the end of fifth period. Gabriel had been waiting for this moment all day long. It was time for Mr. Oglesby’s class. He knew that Mr. Oglesby taught astronomy, so he was hoping that they would get to use telescopes. The cynical little voice inside of him told Gabriel that Mr. Oglesby was probably the toughest teacher in school, but he ignored it.
“You’re late,” Jodi said as he entered the room. She was waiting with Mr. Oglesby. There were no other students.
It was at that moment that Gabriel decided history class wasn’t in the most out-of-the way place imaginable. It was a close second. Mr. Oglesby’s Astronomy class was the third story of the library, on the far side of the campus overlooking the river. And it wasn’t in the third story. It was the third story. 
It was a huge room. The walls were plastered with astronomy charts and pictures from space and there was an enormous telescope in the center of the room that was twenty feet long. It pointed up through a glass dome in the ceiling. 
“We don’t get to use that one very often,” Mr. Oglesby explained when he saw Gabriel staring. “We have a night class every third Friday to do some stargazing, and of course during astronomical events. Other than that it just sits there most of the time.” 
“What can you see with it?”
“Oh, just about anything. We can see the planets, and it’s a lot of fun to watch things like meteor showers, comets, and solar storms. We’ll get to that later, though. For now, why don’t the two of you take a seat and we’ll get started? Jodi tells me she’s already begun your education.”
“A little,” Jodi said. “I don’t think he got it though. He’s kind of hard-headed.”
Gabriel glanced back and forth between the two of them. Was she talking about the Dark Matter thing again? About the shadow creatures? It couldn’t be. That was some sort of joke or something, wasn’t it? 
“You don’t believe any of it, do you?” said Mr. Oglesby. Gabriel shook his head. He had to be honest. “I thought so. I certainly don’t blame you. I would want proof as well.”
“Proof?” Gabriel said. He shot a glance at Jodi. She was beaming.
Mr. Oglesby walked over to a nearby wall and tapped it with his cane. Gabriel did a double-take. He was sure Oglesby had left the cane leaning next to his desk a few minutes before. That was strange. He forgot all about it though, as the wall began to open up. 
“This should convince you,” Oglesby said.
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The section of wall slid to the side exposing the bricks. Gabriel saw an elaborate design painted inside a large circle. It reminded him of some sort of astrological chart, but all of the glyphs were totally unfamiliar. “Jodi has explained Dark Matter to you, but I’d like to be a bit more thorough. If you’ll bear with me a moment…”
 Mr. Oglesby reached over and pressed a button mounted on the wall. A laser shot down from above, targeting the center of the design. The image seemed to absorb the light, and it began to glow. It pulsated for a moment and the bricks vanished. The wall turned black and shimmered like inky water. “What you’re seeing is the school campus. Only, you’re not seeing our campus, you’re seeing the other one.”
It took a moment for Gabriel’s eyes to adjust. At first it looked like the wall had become black, but then he realized that it had actually become some sort of window. Gradually, Gabriel began to see shapes out there in the darkness. He saw buildings first, or what was left of them. They looked more like crumbling ruins. Gabriel slid his eyes across the scene, trying to pick out shapes he might recognize. There weren’t many. 
The trees were there, and the river, but nothing looked right. They all looked lifeless, as if they had been built rather than grown. Nothing out there appeared to be alive… until he saw the shapes. At first, he thought it was a trick of his eyes, but after a few moments, he became certain of it. There were things moving out there. Not humans, not even animals, but things. They were shapeless, moving slowly across the landscape with no apparent destination. They were like slugs, but closer to the size of a German shepherd. “What are those?” Gabriel said.
“They are the lowest forms of shadowkind, parasites. In the world of Dark Matter, they are the equivalent of our amoeba. There is a chapter about them in the Book of Shadows. Did you get a copy?” Gabriel nodded dumbly. “Good, read up on it.”
“Yesterday, Jodi said scientists couldn’t see Dark Matter.”
“Ah, that’s the crux,” said Mr. Oglesby. “You’re a quick study. You see, we’re not actually seeing the matter, or the creatures. What you are seeing is a computerized extrapolation, based upon extremely complex measurements. Our computer scans the environment taking readings of various kinds. Heat, light, weight, gravitational flux… even electromagnetic energy and photon movement. From this information, the computer is able to approximate the size and shape of objects comprised of Dark Matter and show them on this display. 
“Unfortunately, it’s a very complicated task for even the most powerful computers, so we don’t get to see much. A small window like this is the best that science has to offer. And, strictly speaking, there are only three of these systems in the world, so most scientists have never seen this. Its Top Secret.”
“But there are buildings,” Gabriel said. “If all that stuff is made of Dark Matter, then who built it?”
“I think you’ve underestimated him, Jodi,” said Mr. Oglesby. “Gabriel catches on quick. To put it plainly Gabriel, we did. You see, Dark Matter exists simultaneously with regular matter. Most anything we do in this world is echoed to some degree in the Shadow World. Hence, the observable effect that Dark Matter has on our own dimension. If something exists there that doesn’t here, there is still an effect that we can measure, as we do with planetary orbits.”
Gabriel’s head was spinning. It was too much to absorb. He dropped into a chair.
“Jodi, would you fetch a water bottle for Gabriel?” Mr. Oglesby turned off the display and then settled into the chair across the table. “I understand this is a lot to absorb,” he said. “And that you probably don’t want to hear any of it. But you must understand, it is important that you know these things. For your own safety.”
Gabriel glanced up, his eyes full of questions. What did any of this have to do with his safety? Jodi arrived with his water before he could ask the question.
“All better?” she said. Gabriel drank deeply from the bottle. He glanced at the blank wall that concealed the display screen, and then back at his two companions.
“These things, the shadowkind, do they know about us? Can they see us?”
“Generally speaking, no,” said Mr. Oglesby. “As with all life forms, there are varying degrees of intellect and consciousness. The creatures that you just saw have no knowledge whatsoever of anything beyond their own hunger. There are others, however. Unfortunately, we don’t know much about them, but we do know that they are capable of coming into our world and exacting great harm.”
“I don’t understand,” said Gabriel. “How can they do that? Why would they want to?”
“Two very different questions,” said Mr. Oglesby. “Unfortunately our class time is about up. Let me give you the simple universal explanation. Yin and Yang, if you will. The universe is filled with opposites. Light and dark, good and evil, life and death. This is how the universe is kept in balance. But sometimes, we don’t want it to be in balance. When a loved one dies, we’d do anything to bring them back, despite the fact that it might upset the balance. In nature, we consume our resources with little thought of the predictable consequences. And if we can be so foolish, why would the shadowkind be any different? They want what most living things want. All they can get. They want power, wealth, resources… or, simply, food.”
“But how can they come here?” said Gabriel. “Aren’t they in a different universe?”
“No, no, don’t confuse light matter and Dark Matter with universes. Alternate universes spin out of the act of conscious will focused upon the quantum foam. Some believe the act of observation alone can spawn a multitude of universes.”
“Huh?” Jodi and Gabriel said together. Gabriel was comforted to see that she didn’t understand it all, either. He didn’t feel so much an idiot.
“Never mind,” said Oglesby. “Forget the universe thing. If anything, I’d be inclined to say the Shadowkind exist in a different dimension, but totally within our universe. Does that make more sense?”
“Sure.” Not at all, was what Gabriel was thinking, but he didn’t want any more explanations. His head was already dizzy with them. However, he did still had a couple more questions. They seemed to be important. “How do they come here, and how do you stop them?”
Oglesby smiled broadly. “Ah, now you’re thinking like the warrior you are. The barrier between light and Dark Matter is much like the barrier between polar opposites. Take an electromagnet and switch the direction of the flow of electrons… suddenly positive is negative. It’s a bit of a simplification but that gets the point across. Think of a machine that can do that. You enter one side as a negatively charged creature, you come out as a positively charged creature. There are places on earth -anomalies if you will- where this occurs naturally. 
“This phenomenon can also be induced by creating what we call a ‘septic tear,’ which is a terribly difficult process. It takes an enormous amount of energy to create even a small tear, and they are notoriously dangerous and unstable. And of course, though the creatures are changed in the process, they are technically still made of Dark Matter, and therefore rather unstable.” 
“You can do that?” said Gabriel. “You can make a machine to do that?” 
“I wouldn’t want to. It’s my business to find them and close them.”
“Why?”
“Because, as I said before, these creatures are dangerous.Shadowkind have demonstrated to us, through numerous instances, that they are evil. They would devour our resources and enslave humanity if they could.”
“So you close these septic tears, and stop them?”
“When we can find them,” said Mr. Oglesby. “But they are clever, and they’re becoming more sophisticated all the time. It isn’t just the shadowkind that we have to worry about, either. They have agents and allies in this world. They have infiltrated numerous governments and espionage agencies, occasionally even D.A.S. itself. We call these people shadowfriends.” 
As Gabriel listened, his mind flashed back to the night of his arrival. Everything about that night was so hazy, like it was a dream, but now one thing suddenly became clear. He remembered the creature, the thing that had been sitting under the edge of the staircase. “You said they’re invisible right? Because I think I might have seen one.” 
Mr. Oglesby frowned. “You’ve seen something like this before?”
Gabriel told them about the creature, and tried to describe it. Jodi and Mr. Oglesby pried for more information, but he simply didn’t have any. “I guess I fell asleep,” he said. “I’m sorry.” That bothered him. Why would he have fallen asleep? Had the creature done something to him?
“It’s alright,” said Mr. Oglesby. “You did good.” He whipped out his cell phone and pressed speed dial. “Hello, Reeves? Yes, I think we might have an emergency. Is Julia in the basement? Good, keep her there. I’ll be there in five minutes.” He snapped the phone shut. “Let’s go.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
 
 
Moments later, they were flying down the highway in Mr. Oglesby’s old yellow Volkswagen bus. “I can’t believe you didn’t say anything sooner,” Jodi said.
“I didn’t know,” Gabriel said defensively. “I thought it was a dream!”
“It’s okay,” said Mr. Oglesby. “You couldn’t have known better. Let’s just hope we catch the thing before it does any serious harm.” They fell silent for a few minutes, until another question popped into Gabriel’s head. 
“What is D.A.S. anyway? You mentioned it just before we left. Is that like the C.I.A. or something?”
“Something like that,” said Oglesby with a chuckle. “It’s the International Alliance for Defense Against the Shadow. Shortened to D.A.S. It’s the organization that seeks out, monitors, and destroys Shadow operations, and shadowkind.”
“It’s an organization?” said Gabriel. Suddenly he wondered just how many people knew about the shadow world. And how did they manage to keep it secret?
“Yes,” said Oglesby, “It’s a privately-held corporation with branches in a dozen countries. Most of the branches are very small and only employ a few people. Due to the sensitive nature of our work, the locations of the branches are kept secret. In case of emergency, we are allowed to know about the existence of only two other branches. In our case, we know there is a branch in London, which was recently attacked, and another in Canada.”
“Who attacked London?” said Gabriel.
Jodi snorted. “Who do you think?”
Gabriel glanced back and forth between them. “The shadowfriends?”
“Duh.” 
Mr. Oglesby looked very serious. “The Shadow is becoming very sophisticated, and their numbers are exploding. They have spies everywhere now. Somehow, they managed to capture one of London’s field agents and interrogate him. Unfortunately, he gave up the address.”
Gabriel felt a chill down his spine. “They interrogated him? You mean they tortured him?”
“I’m afraid so,” said Oglesby. “They do that sort of thing.”
A silence descended over the group that lasted all the way to the mansion. It sounded to Gabriel like being involved with D.A.S. was about like having a bull’s-eye painted on your back. He couldn’t help but wonder what they had done to the poor D.A.S. agent to make him talk. The thought triggered a memory…
 
Gabriel’s hands were cuffed, the chain between his wrists looped over a hot water pipe in the ceiling. His face was pressed up close against the cold stone wall so that it was nearly impossible to move. He heard the sound of lowered voices behind him. Someone spoke: 
“Why do you make me do this, Gabriel? It doesn’t have to be like this. Just tell the others to do what we say, that’s all you have to do.”
“Bite me,” Gabriel said. 
He groaned as the whip cracked sharply against his back, tearing the skin and bruising the flesh. Incredibly, it still hurt. They’d been at this for an hour, and somehow it still hurt. 
He felt the heat of the pipe creeping down the cuffs, burning his wrists. Cold sweat ran down his forehead, stinging his eyes. The whip cracked again and he cried out. Gabriel fought tears as the men behind him laughed.
“You’ll do it,” the voice said. “Sooner or later, you’ll do exactly what we tell you.” 
 
The vision ended and Gabriel found himself back in the van, staring blindly through the window. His heart was pounding wildly and he was hyperventilating. He glanced around and saw that Jodi and Mr. Oglesby were intently watching the road ahead. They hadn’t noticed anything. He forced himself to take a slow, deep breath. It wasn’t a memory, he thought. It was just a dream. Just a hallucination brought on by stress…
 
Reeves was waiting in the main hall when they arrived. “What’s going on?” he said. 
Mr. Oglesby explained everything. A grave look came over Reeves’ face as he listened. When Oglesby finished, Reeves led the way to the library. He stepped up to the large stone fireplace and pressed a hidden button on the side of the mantel. The entire fireplace slid back into the wall, and an elevator appeared in the opening. Gabriel’s jaw dropped.
“We’ll explain later,” Oglesby said. “Come children, everyone inside.”
Gabriel followed Jodi into the elevator, and the two older men joined them. Reeves hit a button on the control panel (there were only two, one for ground level and one for the basement), and the elevator began its descent. It moved rather quickly, and dropped for several seconds. By the time they stopped, Gabriel guessed that they were at least a hundred feet underground. Deep enough that no satellite could locate them, and no heat or electromagnetic waves could escape. The D.A.S. headquarters was about as well protected as it could get. The doors parted, and Gabriel got his first glimpse at the inside of D.A.S.
A long, lobby-like room stretched out before them. On the left, several doorways sprouted out into adjoining rooms. To Gabriel’s right, a short staircase led into a large circular room filled with desks and computers. The far wall curved around in a semi-circle covered by three huge flat-screen displays. The one on the left was a split screen, offering displays of live news coverage from around the world. The one on the right showed a parceled out atlas of the entire earth, with red and green lights marking several areas of importance. It was overlaid with the glowing trails of satellite paths and airplane flights. The center display showed a live satellite image of the earth, half of it bathed in radiant sunlight, the other half dark and dotted with billions of tiny lights. 
As they exited the elevator, Julia appeared in one of the doorways. She looked the group over and did a double take when she saw Gabriel. “What’s going on Reeves?” she said. “I thought we had agreed not to show him yet.”
Suddenly Gabriel felt about an inch tall. They’re keeping secrets from me, he realized. “You said no more secrets, Reeves.” 
It probably shouldn’t have surprised him, considering all that they had told him so far. Perhaps they just wanted to give him information slowly so he could absorb it all. After all, he had been skeptical from the very beginning. But still, it felt like a lie.
Reeves glanced at Gabriel and then turned his attention back to Julia, dismissing the comment. “There’s been a change of plans,” he said. His hand went into his coat and reappeared holding his semi-automatic 1911. 
“What’s going on?” Julia said. 
Reeves nodded to Mr. Oglesby, who quickly stepped over to the near wall and pressed a big red button. Suddenly the lights dimmed and a siren began wailing. Invisible panels in the walls and ceiling opened, and mechanized lights popped out everywhere. They cast a strange, purplish glow about the room. “We’ve been infiltrated,” Reeves said. He raised his weapon and pointed it at Julia. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
 
 
“Reeves, are you crazy? What are you doing?” 
The siren went silent, and suddenly the room was dead quiet. There was an uncomfortable moment as Julia and Reeves stared one another down under the eerie ultraviolet light. Reeves’ face was stone, his eyes black as obsidian. The look gave Gabriel a chill down his spine. 
“Do you see it?” Reeves said softly. Jodi and Mr. Oglesby both nodded. Gabriel squinted. As his eyes began to adjust, he saw the strange black-skinned creature straddling Julia’s shoulders. 
“That’s it!” he said. “That’s the thing I saw the other night. What is it?”
“That is a hobgoblin,” said Mr. Oglesby. “They’re clever little things. How long has it been there, Julia?”
Julia waved her arms around over her head, but they passed right through the creature. “I don’t know!” she said. 
The creature realized it had been discovered. It leapt from Julia’s shoulders and scurried across the floor towards the elevator. Reeves followed it with his pistol. He squeezed off a shot, and a puff of mist went up around the hobgoblin. Its legs gave out beneath it, and it rolled to a stop just inside the elevator doors.
The hobgoblin’s body melted like warm paraffin wax, forming a strange, black pool on the floor. The substance fanned out across the elevator, stretching out until it was paper thin, and then dissipated into the surrounding shadows. After it was gone, Gabriel noticed that it had left something behind. It appeared to be some sort of electronic device, like a small wristwatch with a blinking red light. Reeves scooped it up, and then tossed it to Julia.
“That’s how it got past our sensors,” he said. “And probably why you couldn’t touch it. I’ll bet my last bullet that that thing somehow keeps shadowkind out of phase.”
Julia examined the device and then passed it on to Mr. Oglesby. “It’s some sort of bracelet. Get that to Pete, would you? We need to find out what we’re dealing with, ASAP.” 
Mr. Oglesby nodded and left, leaning on his cane as the elevator doors closed behind him. Gabriel had the strange thought that Mr. Oglesby had left his cane in the van. He was almost positive that the old man hadn’t been carrying it when they entered the mansion. Gabriel shook his head and put the thought aside. That was ridiculous. He felt like his brain was turning to gelatin.
“Well, now you’ve seen everything, Gabriel,” Julia said. “There’s no denying what your own eyes have shown you. D.A.S. is for real, so is the Shadow. What do you think?”
Gabriel glanced around the room, and up at the giant monitors on the wall. “I can hardly believe it.”
“That’s understandable,” said Julia. “I need you to promise me that you’ll keep this a secret. It’s very important that no one outside of our circle knows about this. Our lives depend on it. Shadowfriends are everywhere, and if they knew…” 
“I understand,” Gabriel said. “Mr. Oglesby told me a little bit about them. I still don’t get it, though. How do people become shadowfriends? Why would they want to?” 
“Well, there are some people in this world who think only of themselves. They will do just about anything to get what they want. Usually that’s power or money, or both. Occasionally a person like this discovers –or is discovered by- the Shadow. The opportunity for unlimited power is hard to pass up, especially for a person like that. So they make a deal with the devil, so to speak. They become servants of the Shadow. In exchange, they are promised positions of power and wealth.”
“You mean when the shadowkind take over our world, the shadowfriends will be rulers or something?”
“Not necessarily. There are entire countries that are under the influence of the Shadow right now. Not the citizens necessarily, but governments and military. Shadowfriends hold positions of influence and power in almost every major corporation as well. You can imagine what they could offer to a new recruit: million dollar salaries, private jets, political positions…”
“Not only that,” said Jodi, “but there are also plants among us, pretending to be ordinary people. A construction worker, a mechanic, even a teacher could be one of them. That’s why it’s especially important to keep D.A.S. a secret.”
“I understand,” said Gabriel. “I promise.” Julia nodded with satisfaction. 
Gabriel threw his gaze around the room, still in awe of the place. “So what happens now?” 
“We have to wait to hear from Pete,” said Reeves. “That bracelet is a major concern at the moment. If the Shadow can control the phasing of light and Dark Matter, there’s no telling what else they can do. For all we know, the house could be crawling with shadowkind.”
“I doubt it,” said Julia. “Our sensors haven’t picked up anything, not even at Red Alert. I expect that was just a test run. Good thing we caught him.”
“It was because of Gabriel,” Jodi said. “He saw the hobgoblin.” 
“Is that true?” said Julia.
Gabriel nodded. He told her about the night he saw it under the stairs. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” he said. “I just fell asleep. I couldn’t help it. I thought it was a dream.”
Julia exchanged a guilty glance with Reeves. “Don’t let it bother you,” she said. “You did nothing wrong. It was our fault. It’s very strange that you were able to see him, though. Perhaps there’s a flaw in the stealth technology they’re using… At any rate, I’m sure you two have homework to do. Jodi, you’d better get home. Gabriel, Reeves will show you to your chores.”
 
A short while later Gabriel found himself in the barn, helping Reeves load hay onto a cart. As he scooped up a pitchfork full of hay, a cool breeze caught the tiny motes of dust and pollen and tossed them in his face. Gabriel sneezed. He wiped his nose and chuckled quietly.
It seemed the whole world had changed in the last few hours, and yet a simple sneeze was so real and mundane that he found it oddly humorous. The barn was real, the hay was real, and everything around him was perfectly natural and normal. Yet somehow, it was all different now. The whole universe had quite suddenly changed. 
Shadowkind, creatures made from Dark Matter… Monsters. As impossible as it all seemed, Gabriel unequivocally knew it to be true. He no longer needed to convince himself it was all a dream. 
“Reeves,” he said. “That hobgoblin thing, you killed it, right?”
“You could say that,” Reeves said. “Although technically it’s not dead.”
Gabriel was mystified. “But I saw you shoot it. How could it not be dead?”
Reeves paused in his work, leaning on the handle of his pitchfork. He reached into his jacket and withdrew a loaded ammunition magazine, and tossed it to Gabriel. “Take a look at those bullets.”
Gabriel examined the bullets, popping one out for a closer inspection. “They’re clear,” he said. “And they’re filled with some kind of liquid.”
“The casing is acrylic,” Reeves explained. “It’s a high-tech plastic polymer that shatters on impact. It’s completely harmless to humans. I could shoot you with this gun right now and you’d only feel a slight sting.”
“But the goblin,” said Gabriel. “What happened to it?”
Reeves took the bullet from Gabriel’s hand and held it against the light. “The magic is the fluid. It’s called R9-11. Pete and Mr. Oglesby synthesize it in the D.A.S. laboratory at the school. It has some very unique properties. Primarily, the ability to remove things from our dimension. Especially things that don’t belong here.”
“So that’s what happened to the hobgoblin? You sent it back to its own world… its own dimension?”
“Pretty much. To be honest, we don’t know how to kill Shadowkind. Not yet anyway. The best we can do is send them back to where they came from, and try to keep them there.”
“So you guys invented this stuff?”
“Actually that’s an interesting story,” Reeves said. “Have you ever heard of the Philadelphia Experiment? Or Project Rainbow?”
“I don’t know.”
Reeves saw Gabriel’s crestfallen look and gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. “Your memory will come back,” he said reassuringly. “Just be patient.”
“I know. I’m trying to. Sometimes I think I’m starting to remember something, but then it’s gone. I know the memories are there, but when I try to focus, they just disappear.”
“Give it a few more days. If you’re not better soon, we’ll have Mr. Oglesby give you one of his hypnosis sessions.”
“Hypnosis?For real?”
“You’d be surprised.” 
Gabriel realized he was still holding Reeves’ magazine. He handed it over. “You were saying something about an experiment?”
“Ah yes, the Philadelphia experiment. The official story was that there was an accidental explosion on the Navy Destroyer USS Eldridge. It was in 1943, off the coast of Pennsylvania. The truth was that the government had been conducting experiments using high-powered electromagnetic radiation to bend light. They believed that if they succeeded, they could make the ship invisible.”
“How is that possible?”
“Well, the theory -as I understand it- is that when we see things with our eyes, we’re not actually seeing the thing itself. That pitchfork you’ve been using, the barn, the car in the driveway… all of those things are there, but what we really see when we look at them is the sunlight reflecting off the object. So, if you can build up a high enough electromagnetic charge, you might be able to bend light around that object and make it invisible -because the light never touches it, and never reflects back to us.”
“Weird. Does it really work?”
“Oh, it worked, just not at what they were trying to do. They didn’t bend light around the ship, they moved the ship out of phase with our dimension, and partway into the world of Dark Matter. Unfortunately, that part worked just fine.”
“What happened to them? Did they all die?”
“Not exactly. Playing with millions of volts of electricity while floating on water is ill-advised at best. Everyone on the ship knew there was a good chance something could go wrong. When the experiment started, several other ships in the area were monitoring the test. The immediate reports were that it seemed to be working. The ship began to rapidly disappear and then re-appear. Everything seemed to be going according to plan. 
“But in reality it was jumping back and forth between dimensions, and in doing so, the Eldridge picked up passengers. Of the crew of 130, only 16 lived. They told stories of monsters and demons, of terrifying beasts that ate men alive. There were even reports of men whose bodies were torn limb from limb, and others were embedded in the hull of the ship. I can’t begin to tell you of all the unexpected side effects they reported. 
“You must understand that after this experience, the survivors weren’t well. They suffered delusions and hallucinations. Their accounts have to be taken with a grain of salt. Some of them used to stop moving for several minutes, as if they were frozen in time. Others lived normal lives for a few months or years and then completely vanished, as if they’d gone back across the dimensions.
“Anyway, after it was over, Navy scientists found that a gel-like substance had formed on the entire ship. They assumed it was a by-product of the experiment and began cleaning it up. They were wrong. The substance -a chemical compound they called R-9 turned out to be an unstable form of ectoplasm. It was Dark Matter that came back with the ship. The substance wrought havoc, causing all kinds of psychic turbulence. Ghosts, demons, hallucinations. Most of the poor sailors who cleaned up that boat ended up in straight jackets.”
“But I thought R-9 sends things across dimensions? It sounds more like a drug or something the way you’re describing it.”
“That’s because the people didn’t understand what was happening. When the chemical got onto their skin, and into their bloodstreams, they started to slip out of our world. They started seeing things. Can you imagine what that must be like? They had no clue what was going on.”
“That would be awful,” said Gabriel. “No wonder they went crazy. Did the government figure out how it works?”
“Yes, and no. The government scientists actually assumed that the stuff took people to a different dimension. They had a vague idea of what was going on, but in those days, they didn’t have the tools to understand it. As to how it works, the explanation is complicated and honestly, I don’t even understand it myself. 
“If you want to know more, you’ll have to ask Pete or Mr. Oglesby. All I can tell you is that R-9 has strange effects on matter, especially living tissue. The navy did a few experiments with the stuff but found it too unstable for practical use. They pulled the plug after six weeks of experiments, and after using up their entire pool of willing test subjects. Some of them went mad, others just disappeared. The government classified everything Top Secret and hasn’t acknowledged any of it since. They washed their hands of the whole affair.”
“How did you find out about R-9?”
“We owe Mr. Oglesby for that. He discovered the story during his research. We got our hands on some of the warehoused material and started experimenting. After several years, D.A.S. came up with R9-11, the synthetic version of R-9. The only real difference between our version and the original is that we added an extra molecule. Somehow that stabilized it.”
“But doesn’t that mean you can go across dimensions whenever you want? Mr. Oglesby said that could only be done through a septic tear.”
“Well, technically we could, I suppose,” Reeves said. “The only problem is that there’s no way back.” Reeves’ phone went off and he glanced at the screen. “Dinner’s ready,” he said. “We better get the horses fed.” 
On the way out of the barn, something else occurred to Gabriel. He’d completely forgotten about it until just then. He threw his gaze up at the front stairs and his mind flashed back to the interview he’d given on the day of the party. “Reeves, I did see one more thing…”
Reeves dropped the cart handles. “Tell me exactly.” 
Gabriel told him all about the strange man in the black trench coat that he’d seen during the interview. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know any of this was real. I thought it was just my imagination.”
“That’s okay,” Reeves said. He glanced nervously around the corral, and tossed the rest of the hay out for the horses. Reeves was nervous? The thought sent a chill down Gabriel’s spine.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
 
 
When the wagon was empty, they left it at the edge of the fence and ran back to the mansion. Reeves called Julia out of the kitchen as they entered. 
“What now?” she said. “Didn’t you get my message? Dinners already…” A glance from Reeves silenced her. 
 
One minute later they were all back in the D.A.S. headquarters, in the basement. Reeves activated the security system again, but this time he put the entire estate in lockdown. Gabriel watched live video feeds come up on the monitors. Thousands of motorized ultraviolet and infrared lights popped out from their hiding places and began throwing hazy purple beams in every direction. Bars appeared on all the house windows and doors, and lasers scanned every inch of the estate.
“Are you sure about this?” Julia said, after she’d heard the explanation. “Are you sure that’s what you saw?”
“That’s what we’re gonna find out,” said Reeves. He sat at one of the computer workstations and pulled up camera feeds from the front of the mansion. “What time was the interview?”
“Three o’clock,” said Julia. Reeves hit a few buttons and jumped back to the beginning of the interview on Sunday afternoon. Gabriel saw himself exiting through the front door with Julia at his side. They watched the video until the point where Gabriel doubled over. 
“There,” Gabriel said. “That’s when it hit me.”
Reeves switched the view to a second camera that panned across the audience. The man wasn’t there. Gabriel saw empty space where he had been standing.
“He was right there,” Gabriel said. “I swear it!”
“Patience,” said Reeves. He paused the video and hit a few more buttons. The video darkened and then faded into a washed-out bluish color. 
“What are you doing?” said Gabriel.
“I’m filtering out most of the light,” Reeves explained. “Leaving just enough that we can still see everyone, and then increasing the density of the ultraviolet and infrared spectrums… like so. Sometimes the light alone will give them away –that’s why we use the lights as a security measure. If not, we’ll run a computer scan and see what it can extrapolate…” 
Suddenly the man appeared, right where Gabriel had seen him. His image was colorless and washed out, as if he were a ghost. He was almost transparent. “That’s him!” he said.
Julia leaned back against a desk, and groaned. “I think I’m getting a migraine,” she said. “Is there anything else you’ve forgotten to tell us, Gabriel?”
“No,” he stammered. “I… I don’t think so. Why? Is he one of them? One of the shadowkind?”
“Sort of,” said Reeves. “He’s a Shadowlord. Sometimes they’re called Grey-men because their skin looks like they’ve been dead for three days. They’re also called Men-in-Black because they usually appear dressed like that. These are the guys that brainwash people when they’re trying to get information. When they’re done they leave a crazy UFO story in the victims’ heads to cover it all up.”
“So they are shadow-creatures?” Gabriel said.
“They are the most powerful of all shadowkind,” said Julia. “And they are the only creatures who can travel between the dimensions at will. They can also walk in full sunlight. The sun burns the skin of most shadowkind, but not Shadowlords. They’re impervious.
“Once they were humans -the worst kind. They were shadowfriends who gave their souls to the Shadow. They willingly went across to live with, and become, shadowkind. We don’t understand how it works; we only know that the Shadow has the power to do this.”
“I just don’t understand why we’re still alive,” Reeves said. “He could have killed us all and been done with it.”
“He must have known about the security perimeter,” Julia said. “He didn’t get close enough to set off any alarms.”
“What about the bracelet? If he had one of those, he could have walked right in. In fact, he could be in the house with us right now for all we know.” 
“If he was, we’d be dead already,” said Julia. “Maybe the bracelets don’t work on Shadowlords.”
“Maybe,” said Reeves. “Well, there’s no point in hiding down here all night. Let’s go eat dinner. If anything’s going to happen, there’s nothing we can do to stop it. I’d just as soon die with a full stomach.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
 
 
Nothing happened that night, but Gabriel spent the whole night mentally kicking himself. He hadn’t withheld information intentionally, but he still felt bad about it. He could have gotten everyone killed. He didn’t sleep very well that night. His mind raced wildly, spurred by the knowledge that there could be a Shadowlord or some other shadow creature hiding somewhere in the house. That knowledge was enough to keep him awake most of the night, and what little sleep he did get was haunted by nightmares. 
At school the next day, his mind was in a fog. Unfortunately, all of his classes were giving year-end exams. He wasn’t hopeful about his scores. 
At lunchtime, the children went to the library to discuss the events of the previous day. Mr. Oglesby wasn’t in yet, but the library was open and they had the entire place to themselves. As soon as they were inside, Pete pulled out the mysterious bracelet. 
“Did you figure out how it works?” said Jodi.
“Yep!Its actually quite simple, really. It’s an EMF generator. It uses a frequency modulator that’s powered…” 
“ENGLISH PLEASE!” Jodi said. “You know I hate it when you talk dork!”
“Sorry,” Pete said. “The bracelet sends a calibrated electromagnetic impulse into whoever is wearing it, basically making them look human to our sensors. If the computer senses a bioelectric field and body heat just like a normal human, it assumes the object is normal and organic.”
“So the security system wouldn’t recognize them as shadowkind!” said Jodi.
“Exactly.”
“That’s not good,” said Gabriel. He recounted his experience with the Shadowlord.
“A Shadowlord?” said Pete. “At the mansion?” His face looked sickly pale. 
“But that doesn’t make sense,” said Jodi. “A Shadowlord would have killed us all the first chance he got.”
“I think I understand,” said Pete. “He was probably there to get information from the hobgoblin. They took advantage of the party because they knew security would be at a minimum. D.A.S. security, I mean. The guards Julia hired don’t count for much when it comes to shadowkind. I bet the Shadowlord left right after the party.”
“But why?” said Jodi. “With a bracelet, he could have walked right into the house and killed everyone.”
“No, he couldn’t. This bracelet is powered by a nuclear battery, because it has to generate thousands of volts in order to work. They’re very expensive and hard to get, and you’d need a dozen of them to make it work on something the size of a Shadowlord. Not only that, but it probably wouldn’t work anyway.”
“Why not?” said Gabriel.
“Ahh, I get it,” Jodi interrupted. “It’s because Shadowlords aren’t shadowkind, right?” 
“Exactly,” said Pete. “You can run these signals through shadowkind to make them appear to be human, on a bioelectric scale at least. That wouldn’t work with a Shadowlord because technically, they are human. D.A.S. has sensors calibrated to detect the movement of organic organisms, particularly something the size of a Shadowlord. Even if it’s not exactly human anymore.”
“Okay enough about Shadowlords,” said Jodi. “I’m getting creeped out. Did you figure out how to detect that thing?”
“Yep,” Pete said. “In fact they invented it like a hundred years ago. It’s called a Geiger counter. I’ll have a dozen of them installed this weekend.”
“Does Reeves know about all this?” said Gabriel.
“Of course. I emailed him first thing this morning.”
The course of the conversation changed when Jodi told Gabriel that the Death Squad had been looking for him. “That’s just great,” he said. “What do they want?”
“I think they want you to join them,” Jodi said with a sneer. “I don’t think they’ve ever seen anybody fight that good.”
Gabriel laughed. “Well, I guess that’s better than them wanting to kill me.”
“You’re not actually thinking about joining are you?” she said.
“Of course not.” 
 
The rest of the week passed uneventfully. There were no more shadow creatures detected around the estate, and by Friday, everything seemed pretty normal. Gabriel’s lessons with Mr. Oglesby continued every afternoon. Some of the information was interesting, but there was also a lot of it that was very dull history-type stuff. Essentially, it was a re-learning of the history of the world, this time including the influence of the Shadow.
Gabriel found that most of the major events of history –wars, rebellions and uprisings, even significant elections- had been influenced by the Shadow. They were masters at infiltrating and manipulating human governments, especially monarchies and dictatorships, where they only had to influence one ruler in order to construct massive change. It was something the Shadow had been doing for hundreds of years, but by the 1900’s, they had perfected the art. That was why the 20th century was the most violent and bloody century in all of human history. 
The funny thing was that once Gabriel understood what had really happened, most of the world’s history made more sense. It was easier to understand the motivations of a mad dictator bent on world destruction once you understood that it wasn’t really him. It was the work of the Shadowlords, controlling his mind. It became a habit that whenever Gabriel read about any historical event, he instantly began to wonder what role the Shadow had played. 
Gabriel also learned more about the origins of D.A.S. and the history of the enemies of the Shadow. From the earliest days, the Shadow had been there. In the Bronze Age, for example, Shadowkind passed freely into the world, doing as they pleased. Mostly this meant torturing and enslaving humans, and feeding on them at will. Shadowlords began to build kingdoms for themselves, and foolish humans formed cults that worshipped them like gods. 
Like the swinging of a pendulum, the power balances shifted back and forth over the millennia, and the Shadow gained and lost power like the changing of seasons. At times, the Shadow became all-powerful, dominating mankind and bringing the earth to the verge of complete destruction. At other times, men rebelled against the darkness, slaying shadowkind and driving them back into their own dimension. 
Throughout all these generations, there remained certain groups of men who specialized in rooting out and killing shadow creatures. Their lives were hard and the only certainty was that of death. Very few of these men lived to old age, those that did were hard as steel and mean as rabid wolves. Their sacrifices usually went unrewarded, and sometimes they were even punished, especially by those who accepted the shadowkind as gods. In all, it was a depressing History, and Gabriel began to hope they’d get on to something more cheerful. 
 
Gabriel’s combat training began on Tuesday. He had no idea this was going to happen until Julia informed him after school. Apparently, Reeves and Julia had had a talk after his incident at the party, and determined that Gabriel needed to learn some discipline. Julia said she’d originally planned polo lessons for him but now it was going to be martial arts instead. That was okay with Gabriel after he found out what polo was.
Gabriel found himself sitting cross-legged on a sparring mat next to Jodi, staring up into Reeves’ dark, intimidating eyes. The veteran stood over them carrying a Japanese sword constructed from bamboo strips knotted together with string. The handle was made of leather. 
“I’ve seen you fight, Gabriel,” he said. “I’m going to tell you right now that there’s not much I can teach you about fighting, so you’ll have to think of these lessons as practice. That, and hope that maybe they’ll spur some of your memory. But aside from fighting, I have a feeling that you missed out on some of the really important stuff: Philosophy, reason, and discipline. These are the things that make us human, and unfortunately, the things we most often forget to nurture.
“You see, a warrior who can’t think or feel is like a boat without a rudder. It has a purpose and it should be capable of fulfilling that purpose, but it’s lacking the one tool that would allow it to do so effectively. When a warrior fails to arrive at a satisfactory conclusion, he has only himself to blame. If you want to separate yourself from your enemy, if you want to be superior, you have to strengthen your mind as well as your body. Understand?” 
Gabriel nodded. 
“Good. This is called a shinai,” he said, holding out the weapon. “It is a practice sword used in the art of Kendo. Like all of our practice weapons, it is relatively safe to use with minimal armor. In fact, I prefer that you only use gloves and eye protection, because the welts and bruises you get will strengthen you and sharpen your reactionary skills. That way, when you’re in real combat, you won’t be distracted by a minor blow. Jodi, would you be my assistant please?”
Jodi rose to her feet, took a bow towards Reeves, and then waited for further instruction. “The first lesson is this,” said Reeves. “Fighting consists of three components. It does not matter if it’s you fighting with a kid at school or if it’s two countries battling in a war. All combat follows this rule. The three components are: attack, defense, and flight. This is what I mean by that…” He held the sword up and made as if he were attacking Jodi. She stepped back, lowering her posture to brace for the attack and raised her arm defensively. 
“What I’ve just done is attack. In doing so, I forced Jodi into a defensive position. This is the critical moment for her, because she must decide what to do next. If she’s got superior strength and technology, it’s only logical that she will counter my attack and then defeat me. If we are equally matched, then she can hold her ground and look for an opportunity to gain the advantage. Those are the hypothetical answers to this scenario. Unfortunately, in real life Jodi is hopelessly outnumbered. She’s fighting a larger, more powerful opponent, and she is unarmed. The only logical course for her to take, is flight.”
Reeves’ speech went on a bit longer as he explained a couple of recent historical blunders. One was the Battle of Little Big Horn, the other was the Vietnam War. In both instances, a small and unassuming enemy subverted a larger military force because the attacker overestimated its abilities, and underestimated its opponents. 
Custer’s forces at Little Big Horn were hopelessly outnumbered and yet General Custer attacked anyway. In Vietnam, the enemy used evasive tactics and guerilla warfare that made their fighting forces virtually undetectable. The result was that a superior fighting force became handicapped by its inability to distinguish the enemy fighters from the citizens that surrounded them. 
Both battles, Reeves said, should have been handled differently. Better yet, avoided entirely.
He brought out a second shinai and then handed them both off to the children. He told Gabriel and Jodi to face off, then he grabbed a long staff and leaned on it as he watched them spar. There really wasn’t much to watch. Gabriel and Jodi were an uneven match, to say the least. It didn’t matter how they started, Gabriel could beat her in three moves every time. Less, if he started on the attack. It was frustrating for Jodi, but Reeves told her it was good practice. He pointed out a few flaws in her technique and weaknesses that she could look for in an opponent. Eventually he told her to take a seat. Then Reeves faced off with Gabriel. 
“I’m a little closer to your skill level Gabriel, but I do have a couple advantages. I’m larger, I’m stronger, and I have a weapon with more reach. Let’s see just how good you are.” The fight that ensued was startling.
Reeves went on the attack, driving Gabriel off the mat and into some weight-training equipment. As Gabriel stumbled, Reeves struck him on the left arm. Gabriel had only been defending himself at first, but when he felt the sting of the staff, he forgot his lack of confidence. He went on the attack, and the shinai became a blur. It was Reeves’ turn to get pushed off the mat. 
Gabriel pressed forward, driving Reeves back towards the obstacle course. Just when Gabriel thought he had him, Reeves spun the staff in an unexpected direction and brought it cracking down on Gabriel’s knuckles. That hurt, even through the leather gloves.
Gabriel dropped the shinai and yanked off his glove, rubbing his throbbing fingers. “I forgot rule number four,” Reeves said. “When it’s life and death, there are no good guys. Fight dirty.” Gabriel gave him a dirty look, even though he knew that was one lesson he wouldn’t forget.
Julia’s voice buzzed through the intercom. “It’s bedtime, Gabriel,” she said. “Jodi, I told your parents you’re on your way.”
“Okay,” Jodi said. They disbanded for the evening, but Reeves said that they would have nightly practices for the next couple of weeks. 
True to his word, the next night they fought again. This time Gabriel was expecting Reeves’ dirty little tricks and he fended off most of them. That was, until Reeves feigned a blow. It looked like his staff was going to come down for a strike on Gabriel’s shoulder, but instead Reeves spun around and kicked Gabriel’s feet out from under him. Gabriel landed hard. Mostly his pride got hurt. He was sure that in a fair fight, he could take Reeves, but it never worked out that way. It seemed like Reeves always had another trick up his sleeve. 
Finally, after several more lessons, Reeves explained the problem. They were alone in the armory, and Reeves had just disarmed Gabriel for the third time in a row.
“You’re good, I’ll give you that,” he said. “In fact, you’re probably one of the best I’ve come across. You’ve got the moves, the coordination, even the strength… at your age that’s phenomenal. There’s only one thing you’re missing: experience. Unfortunately, that’s one thing I can’t train into you. You might learn all of my moves, but there’s always something else out there, always some trick that you haven’t run into. It’s important that you understand that. 
“It may seem like our training is repetitious, but there is a reason for it. Your body is learning how to respond to attacks that come from any direction, even the unexpected ones. That way, when it happens, you’ll be ready. That’s all I can do for you. The rest you’ll have to learn in the field, from experience.”
“In the field?” Gabriel echoed.
Reeves motioned for Gabriel to have a seat on the butterfly press, and then took a seat opposite him on the bench press. “There’s something we need to discuss, Gabriel. D.A.S. may seem pretty impressive, but the truth is, we’re a small operation. 
“There are only about ten D.A.S. headquarters around the world, and no more than thirty field agents. I can’t give you an exact number because we’re only allowed to know about two other agencies, but I’m sure that’s a fairly accurate estimate. We do have support from certain governments and military branches, but it’s very covert. So for the most part, we’re on our own. There’s a lot of Shadowfriends out there, and not many of us.”
“Are you asking me to join D.A.S.?” Gabriel said. 
“That about covers it. We need all the help we can get. But it’s not a decision to take lightly, so I want you to take your time and think it over. Every time we go in the field, we’re risking our lives. The Shadow plays for keeps. On the other hand, we’re also the only thing that stands between the Shadow and the end of our way of life. If we didn’t do what we do, the world would be a very different place. 
“That’s why they call our kind heroes. We do the things most people can’t. We face danger instead of hiding from it or ignoring it. We keep the world safe for people who never really know or understand what we do. Most of us don’t even understand why we do it. We just know that we have these abilities that other people don’t. That makes it our responsibility to protect them.”
That gave Gabriel something to think about. He’d known he was different, but he hadn’t thought about it like that. The way Reeves put it, Gabriel’s abilities gave his life a purpose. He had the ability to help save the world. In a way, that made it his obligation, his responsibility. It wouldn’t be right to stand around and watch others suffer when he could save them. 
On the other hand, all Gabriel actually wanted was to find his family and live a normal life. Was that even possible now, knowing what he knew? Suddenly he wished he’d never heard of D.A.S., or of the Shadow.
“I understand,” he said. It wasn’t exactly a commitment, but it was going to have to do. Gabriel wasn’t sure he was ready for what Reeves was talking about.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
 
 
Gabriel was so busy with chores, studies, and martial arts lessons that the week positively flew by. It was Friday afternoon when he finally realized why Julia had been keeping him so busy. She’d been keeping his mind off his worries. A gloom settled over him as Gabriel realized that an entire week had passed and the police hadn’t discovered his identity yet, or found his family. He spent the day brooding, until school let out and he met Jodi and Pete on the bus.
“So are you doing a flying lesson this weekend?” Pete said to Jodi. Gabriel and Jodi were sharing a seat, and Pete was sitting in front of them. He turned around to face them.
“As always,” she said. “You guys wanna come?”
“I can’t,” said Pete. “Gotta get those system upgrades installed. I bet Gabriel would like it though.”
“You mean in a plane?” Gabriel said. “Somebody’s actually crazy enough to let her fly?”
Jodi punched him in the shoulder. “I’m a good pilot,” she said. “Just ask Reeves. He’s my teacher.” 
“Really?”
“Yep.Every other Saturday. So how about it? Do you wanna come?”
“Sure.” 
 
When Gabriel got home, he tackled his chores and then surfed the internet for a while in the library. He was determined that there must be some clue out there as to who he was. He spent several hours digging through old news articles and police logs, but he didn’t find anything. There were no missing person reports filed under his name. There were no big accidents around the time of his disappearance. It was as if he’d appeared out of nowhere. He had no idea where to look next.
After dinner, Julia announced that she and Reeves had some D.A.S. business to attend to. “Why don’t you call Pete and Jodi?” she said. “They can come over and have a movie night.” 
That sounded like fun, so Gabriel made the call. Half an hour later, Pete and Jodi had arrived. Julia led the way to the theater at the back of the house. Gabriel’s eyes bugged out when they stepped into the lobby. 
It was a realistic looking theater lobby, complete with neon lights and arcade games. There was an air-hockey table located near the entrance, and two pool tables rested in the center of the room. A row of arcade games lined the back wall. There was a snack bar against the inside wall, with a glass counter full of candy and a soda fountain. Next to it sat an old-fashioned popcorn machine.
“Grab some snacks,” Julia said. “Better now than after the movie starts.”
They greedily filled up trays of candy and popcorn, and then followed Julia through the tall swinging doors that led into the theater. Gabriel’s jaw hit the floor. It was a real theater, with a digital projector and a twenty-foot screen. Long curtains framed the enormous screen and gold-framed movie posters lined the walls. 
There were several rows of chairs, more than twenty seats in total, but they weren’t run-of-the-mill theater chairs. These were recliners, with leather upholstery and cup holders and snack trays built right into the armrests. Suddenly Gabriel regretted not exploring the mansion more thoroughly before.
Julia opened a closet at the back of the theater to reveal thousands of hi-def DVDs and videos. She even had a collection of something called Laserdiscs, which was apparently a predecessor to the DVD. The discs were about fourteen inches across but otherwise looked just like a DVD. Pete said they were cool to have for a collection, but the technology really wasn’t very good. 
“A lot of movies required two or three laserdiscs,” he explained. “You have to get up and change the disk to watch the rest of the movie.”
Gabriel was speechless. Pete noticed him gawking and said, “Pretty cool, huh? The sound system is state-of-the-art, too. It’s way better than a real theater… you can get as many refills as you want!”
“And no gum on the seats, either,” Jodi added. “If I had this in my house I’d probably never leave.” 
“I might not,” Gabriel laughed. 
“Help yourself to more sodas if you run out, children,” Julia said. “Reeves and I will be in the basement if you need anything. Pete, I believe you know how everything works?” Pete nodded. “Good, have fun then. We’ll see you in a couple hours.” 
The children took a vote on which movie to watch. Pete and Jodi picked out a few of their favorites, and Gabriel looked them over. He had no idea what to vote for, because he’d never seen any of them. He just voted based on the covers. Lord of the Rings won. Pete said it looked great on the big screen, and then joked that Jodi had a crush on the elf. Jodi denied this emphatically, but her face was beet-red with embarrassment. 
They watched the first movie, which was over three hours long, and then chose a second, this time one of the Harry Potter films. At this point, it was after midnight and Gabriel was finding it hard to stay awake. Halfway into the film, he glanced around and saw that Pete was asleep, and Jodi was starting to nod off. He thought about sneaking up behind them and snarling like a wolf, but before he could, something caught his attention. It was a flashing red light on the phone on the wall. It appeared to be ringing silently. Gabriel watched it for a moment, debating whether he should pick it up. If it was an important call and they missed it, Julia might be angry. Then again, it could even be Julia herself, calling them from the basement. He decided he’d better answer. He walked over to the wall and lifted the receiver.
“Hello?” 
He heard heavy breathing on the other end of the line and a raspy voice whispered, “Balthazar.” 
Gabriel dropped the phone and a wave of nausea washed over him. Darkness closed in around the edges of his vision. He felt weak, as if all the strength had drained from his body, and he had a sudden desperate need to fall asleep. Gabriel fought it for a few seconds, but the feeling was too powerful. He lost consciousness, and darkness swallowed him. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
 
 
Gabriel was tired, so tired. He felt himself lying on the ground, the cold earth biting into the welts on his back. Icy water dripped from a pipe overhead. Every few seconds a cold drop came stabbing out of the darkness and hammered into his chest. 
He moved after a while, when he thought he had the strength to get away from the cold water and the mud. He cried out in agony as the whip scores across his back opened. A drop of water hit the open wounds like the blade of a knife, and he rolled aside, gasping.
A small form emerged from the surrounding shadows. She was young, probably about seven years old, dirty-faced and pale with big blue eyes and a frail malnourished frame. She held a doll in her arms, cradling it like a baby, but it wasn’t a real doll. Gabriel knew because he’d made it. He had bound small sticks together with clay and mud, and twined some scraps of fabric over the top. 
The doll’s dress matched the girls, because that’s where the fabric had come from. She had been so happy, because the doll had a dress just like hers. It had made her cry… Like the way she was crying now. 
She stared at him, eyes like pools of crystal, tears streaming down her cheeks. Crystal, that was her name. Crystal. She was waiting to reach out to him; waiting to see if he had turned or not. Was he still her friend, or was he one of them now? He managed a weak smile, despite the pain and the hunger gnawing at his belly and the fatigue that threatened to consume him.
‘It’s me,’ he said reassuringly. ‘I’m still me.’
 
Gabriel woke with a heavy weight crushing down on his chest. His heart pounded in his ears. He fought for breath, but it wouldn’t come. He struggled, trying to fight off whatever held him down, but the weight was too great. He could barely even move. 
“I think its over,” said a voice in the darkness. The drumming in Gabriel’s ears began to recede and the darkness slowly faded from his vision. He saw a dim, shadowy form hanging over him. He knew instantly who it was. 
“Reeves? Why are you sitting on me?” 
“Gabriel is that you? Are you okay?” That was Julia. She appeared at Reeves’ side, and motioned for him to get off. Reeves did, and offered Gabriel a hand to his feet. Gabriel’s body screamed as he got upright. He had bruises everywhere. Every bone, every muscle ached.
 “Sorry about that,” Reeves said. “It got kind of rough there at the end.” Reeves had a bloody lip, and Gabriel noticed Julia had a bruise on her forehead.
“What happened?” He glanced around the room and realized he was in the basement. The D.A.S. headquarters was in utter chaos. Computer desks had been overturned, monitors were smashed, and there were numerous holes in the walls. The room looked like the aftermath of a nuclear blast.
“YOU HAPPENED, you JERK!” Jodi shouted. Gabriel glanced around and saw her standing by the elevator with Pete. There were tears in her eyes, and Pete’s face was white, as if he’d seen a ghost. 
“Everyone calm down,” Julia said. “This wasn’t Gabriel’s fault. He had no idea what he was doing. Blame it on the Shadowlords, if you want to blame someone. This was their doing.” 
Gabriel felt a sickening feeling in his gut as they spoke. Reeves’ bloody lip, Julia’s bruise… Were they saying he had something to do with it? That he’d hit them? It just didn’t make any sense. He couldn’t have done that. He wouldn’t ever hit Julia. He wouldn’t! 
“I don’t understand,” he said. His legs felt weak and shaky, as if they were going to give out underneath him. 
Reeves put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t take this too hard,” Reeves said, “But you did do all this. It’s not your fault, though. One of the men in black hypnotized you. It’s one of their powers, and they are very good at it.”
“How?” Gabriel said. Then it dawned on him. “You mean last week, at the party? Is that why the Shadowlord was here?”
“I don’t think so,” Reeves said. “It was probably before that.”
A silence fell over the room as Reeves’ words sunk in. The Shadowlords had hypnotized Gabriel before he arrived at the estate. What Reeves was telling him, was that he had come from the Shadow. That he was a shadowfriend. He shook his head emphatically. 
“I’m NOT a shadowfriend,” he said angrily. “I’m not a… a spy or something, if that’s what you’re trying to say!” 
“No, you’re not a shadowfriend,” Julia said. She came over next to him, caught him by the chin and drew his eyes up to meet her own. “We knew that from the moment we saw you. We also knew that the Shadow had sent you. It was an obvious trap. The only thing we didn’t know was what they were after.”
Gabriel scanned the room, meeting their eyes one by one. “You all knew about this?” he said. “You all knew and nobody said anything?”
“I asked them not to,” Reeves said. “They wanted to, so don’t be angry with them. It’s my job to protect D.A.S., and especially Julia. Do you understand?” Gabriel nodded, and Reeves continued. “We had to watch you and let you run through your programming. There was no other way. Sometimes Shadowlords set self-destruct mechanisms into their victims. If we tried to de-program you before you carried out your mission, it might have been a fatal mistake.”
“So that was my mission?” Gabriel said. “To destroy the headquarters?”
“Not exactly,” said Reeves. “The first thing you went for was the security system. Then you were going to kill me. There are probably shadowfriends outside the estate right now, waiting for security to shut down. Once inside, they would have killed or taken prisoner anyone still alive. The survivors would have been tortured until they gave up everything they knew about D.A.S., and then most likely killed. You were sent here as an assassin.”
“A rather obvious one,” said Pete. “Somebody with Gabriel’s abilities as a plant. Not very smart. Especially with the mark of a shadowhunter on his arm.”
“Shadowhunter?” Gabriel echoed.
“Shadowfriends aren’t known for being very smart,” Reeves said, ignoring Gabriel’s question. “They must have known that Julia had a weakness for children. That’s not comforting. I wonder what else they know.”
Julia looked him up and down. “I’m a middle-aged widow,” she said. “Maybe they were just guessing.”
“Maybe,” Reeves said. 
Gabriel was only-half listening to the conversation as a feeling of vertigo swept over him. He had a sense of déjà-vu, and images began flashing through his mind. 
 
Darkness.Cold, damp earth. He heard the sound of crying, the shrieks of pain, and felt the helplessness and fear of a child imprisoned. Then he saw them. The others. They were all children, but most were younger. Five and six year-olds, maybe a couple as old as nine. They were small shadows in the darkness, huddled together in fear, hoping and praying that they wouldn’t be next. Praying that someone would save them. Gabriel knew their eyes went to him, because he was the only one who might be able to fight back, but they didn’t understand. They didn’t know. 
He couldn’t fight, not because he didn’t want to, but because if he did, the Shadowlords would kill him. And if they killed him, there would be no one to care for the others. Instead, he would take the abuse. He would keep the captors’ attention. That was the only way to protect the others, to keep them all alive. He felt the crack of the whip and the warmth of blood running down his back. 
 
A moan escaped from his lips, and Gabriel rocked on his heels. Reeves caught him and guided him into a chair. “Have a seat kiddo,” he said. “Mr. Oglesby is on the way over. He’s going to straighten you out.”
Gabriel watched guiltily as the others cleaned up the mess he’d made. He rose to help once, but Julia forced him back into the chair. “You just relax,” she said. “You’re going to need all your strength.” Gabriel obeyed, but he felt lousy about it. It seemed like the least he could do was clean up the stuff he’d broken. 
“What about the security system?” he said. “Won’t the shadowfriends be coming?” 
“No doubt,” Reeves said. “They were probably planning on attacking within the next couple hours. Fortunately, the security system is fully functional. If they have any brains at all, they’ll know better.”
“I didn’t break it?” Gabriel said.
“Not for lack of trying, but we were expecting that, remember? Pete installed redundant systems, just in case. As soon as you damaged the main security controls, the secondary system kicked in. Had you found the backup system, a third would have come online. Fortunately, the shadowfriends don’t have much imagination. They assumed that there would only be one system and programmed you accordingly.”
“They programmed my brain, like a computer? They used me like a robot?”
“That’s the idea,” said Reeves. “When you’re under their spell, a Shadowlord gives you a series of commands. Then it makes you forget all about it until you’re activated.”
“Activated?” said Gabriel. “How do they do that?”
“Usually it’s a trigger of some sort. An object they know you’ll see, or maybe a word. Something that will set you off at just the right time.”
“I saw you talking on the phone,” Jodi said. “You woke me up. You were acting kind of strange so I woke up Pete, and we followed you down here.”
Reeves moved over to one of the undamaged computer consoles, and punched a few keys. “We had an incoming call twenty-nine minutes ago,” he said. “I’m tracing the number. Hang on a sec…” There was a pause as they waited. “Aha! According to the NSA database this number is a payphone in Idaho Falls. Well that doesn’t make much sense.”
“Sure it does,” said Julia. “It’s a relay. The Shadowlord didn’t actually call from Idaho, right Pete?”
“Right,” Pete agreed. “It’s not hard to set up, especially if you have help.”
“Somehow he got the number for the direct line in the theater and called when the children were in there alone,” Julia continued. “This is no coincidence.”
Gabriel glared guiltily at the floor. “They knew where we were… Do you think I told them somehow?” he said.
“That’s one possible explanation,” said Julia. “It’s possible that you’ve been unknowingly maintaining communications with them all along. I don’t know how you could have done it without getting caught, though. Perhaps that was the hobgoblin’s real purpose here. To relay information, like the phone number, and the layout of the house.”
Gabriel felt like curling up into a ball and dying. After all that Julia had done for him, he was little more than a spy. An assassin. Could he really have killed them? He knew the answer, and it sickened him. That was what the Shadowlords had trained him for, and while he was under their control, he’d probably do anything they said. 
“Get them out of my head,” he whispered. “Please?”
“Relax,” Julia said, taking him in her arms. “Flannigan can take care of this. I promise.”
 
Mr. Oglesby arrived fifteen minutes later. On the video system, they watched his van come up the front drive. Reeves went upstairs to let him in. 
“The system’s under lockdown,” Pete explained. “It was triggered when we hit the alarm. The bars on the doors and windows can only be opened using a vocal I.D. and a retina scan. They’re made from a practically indestructible titanium alloy.”
“Let’s do this upstairs,” Julia said. “You’re going to have to be comfortable.” 
She brought Gabriel to the library and told him to lie on the couch. Mr. Olgesby sat next to him and began speaking in a low voice. He produced a gold pocket watch that dangled from a long chain, and waved it in front of Gabriel’s face. “I want you to follow my watch with your eyes, Gabriel. Good, now listen carefully. We are going to take a trip. We’re standing in front of a long staircase. There’s a light at the bottom, but it’s very far away. We’re going to start walking down the stairs now. With every passing step, you can feel your worries drifting away. The darkness of the staircase is warm, and you feel lighter and lighter with each passing step. You’re not walking anymore -you’re floating now, down towards the light. The light is getting brighter and brighter, and your skin is getting warmer. You want to close your eyes and fall asleep, so go ahead and do it…” 
Gabriel awoke and found himself staring at the ceiling. He sat up. “Did it work?”
“Quite well,” said Mr. Oglesby. “I believe we have removed all of the imprints, and set up new obstacles in case they should try that again.”
“Did you find anything else out?” said Gabriel. “I mean, like where I came from?”
“I’m afraid not. Amnesia cannot be removed in the same way as a hypnotic suggestion. Your mind will have to rebuild the neuro-pathways to those memories. The good news is that since you have been remembering details, you’re likely to recall everything, eventually. Don’t force it, though. It will happen on its own.”
“Well,” said Julia. “I think we’ve all had enough excitement. If you don’t mind, I’m going to ask you to spend the night here, Mr. Oglesby. Kids, you know where the guest rooms are. I’ll check on you in a few minutes.”
“Do I still get my flying lesson tomorrow?” Jodi said.
Reeves smiled broadly. “Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss it!”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
 
 
Reeves kept the plane hangared at a small airport just a few miles from Winschfield Manor. A security guard waved them through the front gate and Reeves drove all the way to the very last hangar. They piled out of the Hummer and Gabriel threw his gaze around the airfield. There were a few small planes tethered along the edge of the strip, but no traffic whatsoever. The place seemed abandoned. A cool breeze blew across the drab landscape and Gabriel saw clouds moving in from the west. It didn’t look like a great day for a flight, but for the moment at least, the sun was shining.
“I’m going to go flag down the fuel truck,” Reeves said. “Jodi, why don’t you two get her opened up?”
“I need your hand!” Jodi reminded him. 
“Oops, forgot.” Reeves walked over to the entrance and placed his hand over a plastic scanner on the door, just like the one at the armory. The laser came on and slid across Reeves’ palm, and then the door clicked open. “Okay, I’ll be right back.” 
The children stepped inside the building and darkness enveloped them. “Lights!” Jodi said. Gabriel glanced around, expecting some computer to turn the lights on at her command. Nothing happened. “LIGHTS!” she repeated. “GABRIEL, TURN ON THE LIGHTS!” He swung his head around and realized he was standing right next to a switch panel, barely visible in the dim light of the hangar. His face reddened as he hit the switches and rows of fluorescent lights began flickering to life. 
“Sorry.” 
Jodi rolled her eyes. “Well, there she is.”
Gabriel’s jaw dropped. The plane wasn’t anything like what he’d been expecting. It was an enormous twin-engine amphibian with a wingspan that covered most of the hangar. It was huge. The hull of the craft was shaped like a boat, obviously for landing on water, and the engines were placed high on the wings for the same reason. The plane looked like it could easily haul Reeves’ Hummer. 
“Good grief,” he said. “You fly that thing?”
“They’re all the same from the cockpit,” Jodi laughed. “It’s called a Grumman HU-16 Albatross. It’s a tri-phibian. They were used by the Navy back in the 1940’s. It can land or take-off from water, land, or even ice, and it’s huge inside. You can fit fifteen people in there comfortably. Its one of the most practical planes ever made.”
There was a small desk at the back of the hangar, and Jodi stepped around it to raise a series of large switches mounted on the wall. The hangar doors began to rise and daylight flooded the room. She grabbed a clipboard off the desk and started walking around the plane. “We go through a checklist every time we fly,” she said. “That way you don’t run into any surprises.”
Gabriel watched quietly as Jodi examined the wheels and hydraulics, the engines, and then the wings. Then she did a slow walk around the entire plane, randomly examining body panels and mechanical parts. As he watched, Gabriel was tempted to ask her a few questions about D.A.S., but the timing didn’t seem right. Besides, he didn’t want to distract her from her checklist. He wanted that plane to be in tip-top shape.
A few minutes later, Reeves returned. He pulled the Hummer into the hangar and attached a towline to the front of the Albatross. “How’s she look?” he said. 
“Great!” said Jodi. “I went through the whole checklist.”
“Excellent. Let’s get her out in the sunshine.” 
The fuel truck arrived just as they were locking the hangar up. After a quick fill-up, they went taxiing towards the runway with Jodi at the controls. Reeves sat in the co-pilot’s chair, and Gabriel took the third seat in the cabin, next to a console full of buttons and electronics. Reeves said it was the navigation console. Gabriel cinched his belt up and put his hands in his lap. He didn’t want to accidentally touch any of those buttons. There was no telling what they might do. 
“The tower says the weather’s good,” Reeves said. “A few scattered showers but nothing we can’t handle.”
“Cool,” said Jodi. “Maybe we can let Gabriel try flying a little, too.”
“Maybe,” said Reeves. They waited at the edge of the runway for a few minutes and Jodi ran through another checklist with Reeves. “Fuel mix?” she said. 
“Good,” Reeves replied. 
“Manifold pressure?”
“Check.” 
“Flaps?” 
“Check.” 
She went through a list of about ten things, all of which were apparently satisfactory. It was a foreign language to Gabriel. “Good job,” Reeves said. “You’ve got the whole list memorized.” 
“The tower says we’re cleared. Everybody buckled?” Jodi grabbed the throttle handle on the ceiling and revved up the RPM’s. The engines roared. She released the brakes, and the Albatross rocketed down the runway. 
It didn’t seem possible that a vessel of that size could move so quickly. Gabriel gazed out the window in awe as the landscape flew by. The plane shook and the noise of the engines filled his ears, and then the wheels lifted off the asphalt and it became strangely quiet.  
Reeves called out flight bearings and Jodi practically squealed. “You’re gonna let me fly over the ocean? Can we land on the water?”
“Not this time,” said Reeves. “Soon, I promise.” 
They made a broad circle over Shadow Falls, and at fifteen thousand feet, Jodi turned to the West. “There’s some rain out there,” Reeves warned, “but nothing serious. It’ll give you a little challenge.”
“We’re gonna fly through a storm?” said Gabriel. That didn’t sound too safe, especially in the ancient Albatross. Somehow, the thought of flying a large piece of metal through a lightning storm didn’t sound like the best idea.
“Relax,” said Jodi. “You worry more than my mom!” Gabriel bit his tongue. There was no point arguing with her when she was trying to fly. There was already a good chance she’d crash and kill them all. No sense in making it a certainty.
As the ocean came into view, Gabriel noticed a heavy wall of fog standing a few miles out. Overhead, the sky had grown dark with clouds. He got a bad feeling in his gut. Reeves and Jodi seemed to be perfectly calm though, so he tried to ignore the feeling. He told himself it was probably just nerves. 
A few minutes later, clouds swallowed the plane and rain began pelting the windshield. “That’s odd,” Reeves said. He reached over and tapped one of the instruments. 
“What’s the matter?” said Gabriel. 
Jodi eyed the gauge and then shook her head. “It’s the compass,” she said. “There seems to be something wrong with it. It’s spinning like crazy.” 
Reeves tapped it again, and the needle settled in the correct position. “There it goes. I’ll have that checked out next week. Why don’t we stay on course for another fifteen minutes and then head back? It looks like this storm is starting to build.”
“Affirmative,” Jodi said. Gabriel smiled. He had just realized why Jodi was such a scrapper. She was trying to be tough like Reeves. He wondered if Reeves even knew it. 
Gabriel leaned back in his chair, watching the swirling grey mist and the rain pounding at the windows. The drone of the engines and the steady vibration of the airframe were almost hypnotic. It wasn’t long before his eyelids were getting heavy. Gabriel was just about to go to sleep when a thump shook the plane. 
“What was that?” he said, bolting upright.
“I’ll check it out,” Reeves said. “You two keep your seatbelts on.” He disappeared into the cabin. 
Jodi gave Gabriel a worried glance. “That wasn’t turbulence,” she said. “We hit something. Or something hit us.” At that moment, the rain turned to hail. The plane shook as baseball size chunks began slamming into it. “Crap!” Jodi shouted. “Those things are gonna tear right through us.” She eased back on the throttle and then glanced back towards the cabin. “Reeves, where are you?” There was no answer.
“I’ll check on him,” Gabriel said. Suddenly an alarm went off and a red light started flashing on one of the control panels. 
“The hatch is open!” Jodi shouted. 
Gabriel yanked off his belt and lumbered through the doorway. The plane shook and shuddered wildly as he moved, and it was all he could do stay on his feet. A rush of wind went sucking past him, drawing with it a stack of papers -and anything else that wasn’t tightly secured. The debris went spiraling back towards the open hatch and then vanished into the stormy sky. 
Reeves was nowhere in sight.
Gabriel made his way cautiously down the aisle, keeping a tight grip on each seat until he could reach the next one. He knew that if he lost his footing, the wind might suck him right out of the hatch. Step by step, he moved forward, keeping his center of gravity low and clinging to each of the seats as he passed. As he neared the tail section Gabriel noticed a rope on the floor. One end was secured to a seat in the last row. The other end was dangling out the open hatch. 
“Reeves!”
 Gabriel eased over to the opening and stuck his head out. The wind blew past him with a furious sucking motion. He grasped the doorframe desperately, knowing that one slip would mean certain death. He craned his neck around and saw the rope trailing up the side of the plane. And then he saw Reeves on the roof, near the stabilizer wings. He had the rope knotted around his waist in case he fell. In theory, the rope might save him, but it would probably hurt. At the speed they were going, Gabriel knew the impact might even paralyze Reeves. That, or the rope could break. Or, the chair it was tied to might break. Either would result in certain death. Gabriel shook his head. Whatever Reeves was doing, he must be stark raving mad.
Reeves settled down on one knee, facing the tail of the plane. He lifted something to his shoulder… something that looked curiously like a rocket launcher. He paused, making an adjustment or two.
“WHAT THE?” Gabriel glanced behind the plane to see what the older man was aiming at, and gasped. The Albatross was no small plane, but the dragon trailing through the clouds in their wake was twice its size. 
The creature looked just like the ones from the movies, with a scaly hide and long, leathery wings. It was a sickly yellow-bronze color. The dragon’s tail lashed back and forth as it fought the buffeting winds and hail, and trickles of flame exhausted from its nostrils. 
“Reeves, what are you doing?” Gabriel shouted. At that instant, Reeves pulled the trigger and the rocket flared across the sky. It was a dead-perfect shot, aimed right at the center of the dragon’s chest, but a crosswind suddenly caught the rocket -mere inches from its target- and threw it off course. 
The missile glanced across the scales on the dragon’s neck, and exploded in the sky behind him. The dragon roared, flames billowing forth from its mouth. It pulled back and vanished in the clouds beneath them. 
“The lavatory!” Reeves shouted. “There’s another rocket in the lavatory!” 
“The what?” Gabriel shouted back. Laboratory? What was Reeves talking about?
“The lavatory… THE BATHROOM! At the back of the cabin!”
“Oh.” Gabriel ducked back inside. He yanked the lavatory door open and scanned the tiny room. The rocket was wedged in between the toilet and the far wall. He reached for it, but the thing was stuck. Gabriel jerked it back and forth, and shook it with all his might, but still it barely moved. He pushed, pulled, and even kicked it, all to no avail. Of course, after kicking the rocket he realized that it was the stupidest thing he’d done in his entire life. He was lucky he didn’t blow the whole plane up right there.
Frustrated, Gabriel scanned the cabin for something he could use to pry the thing out. He needed something long, something that he could wedge in there and… 
The plane shook again as the dragon smashed into it. The Albatross shuddered and went into a spin. The plane stalled, dropping through sky like a rock. Gabriel braced himself against the narrow walls and closed his eyes, whispering a quick prayer.
So, he thought. This is how I’m going to die.
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The g-forces slammed Gabriel up against the wall, knocking the breath out of him. His head swam and his stomach churned. Spots swam before his eyes. He closed his eyes and fought the vertigo as he tried to force air back into his lungs. He threw his arms out against the walls to steady himself. He took a slow deliberate breath, sucking air in through his nostrils. His chest hurt with the effort. His heart pounded in his ears. 
Gabriel’s mind reeled. He saw flashes of the inevitable news headlines: PLANE LOST AT SEA!  MYSTERY BOY’S BAD LUCK STREAK CONTINUES! 
Nobody would even know about the dragon. The news would say it was just another plane crash, probably caused by an amateur pilot or a freak storm. His family would never even know what happened to him. So much for his destiny, fighting the Shadow and saving the world! Ha! That was a laugh.
Suddenly the spiraling stopped, and Gabriel’s knees gave out. He dropped to the floor, and fought the urge to vomit into the toilet that was located so conveniently next to him. He felt the plane slowly and steadily rising. Jodi had somehow regained control! 
The rocket spontaneously clattered to the floor and rolled to a stop right next to him. Gabriel laughed aloud. “Finally, a little luck!” He snatched it up and raced back towards the door. “Reeves, I got it!” He hung his head out, waving the rocket proudly, but Reeves was nowhere to be seen. The rocket launcher dangled precariously from a broken antenna. Gabriel glanced back behind the plane and saw the frayed rope trailing behind them. Reeves was gone. The dragon was gone as well. 
“No,” he said quietly. 
Reeves couldn’t be gone! It didn’t seem possible. The man had seemed unbeatable. It just didn’t make sense. Gabriel looked down and saw only grey, but he knew the ocean was down there, probably about ten thousand feet below him. There was no surviving a fall like that. Maybe it was just water, but from that height, it would be just like landing on concrete. Unless the dragon got Reeves first. Gabriel shook his head, trying to force the sickening thought away. Reeves deserved better than that. 
Gabriel reached out to pull the door shut, but he froze as he heard the familiar flapping of leathery wings. The dragon descended from the mist, appearing behind the plane with a look of cold vengeance in its eyes. Gabriel’s fear vanished as anger swelled inside of him. That was the monster that had killed Reeves. 
“So you wanna fight?” He shouted. “Bring it on!” 
He snatched up the rope and used his pocketknife to cut a short length of it. He knotted the rope around the rocket and swung it over his back. He climbed out the hatch and began making his way towards the roof of the plane. Unlike Reeves, Gabriel had no tether, but he didn’t give it a second thought. If he slipped, death was certain. It didn’t matter. If he didn’t stop the dragon, he’d die anyway. Jodi would die too.
Somehow, Gabriel made it across the slippery, wet aluminum to the rocket launcher. He settled down on his rump and shot a furious glare at the dragon. That creature had killed Reeves. If it had a chance, it was going to kill all of them. He had one chance to stop it. There weren’t any more rockets. If he missed, it was game over. 
Gabriel twisted the rope off the rocket and released it into the wind. He grinned as it hit the dragon in the face. The creature snarled and shook its head side to side until the rope fell off.
It took Gabriel a second to figure out how to load the missile into the rocket launcher. As he fumbled with it, the dragon drew closer. Gabriel was so distracted that he hardly noticed the beast closing in. It was the unusual heat emanating from its body that caused Gabriel to glance up, just as the jaws came bearing down on him. 
Gabriel twisted sideways as the dragon’s jaws snapped shut. The side of its head grazed his leg and then smashed into the tail section of the plane. The Albatross glanced aside. One of the stabilizers was bent. The plane shook and twisted wildly off to the side. Gabriel let out a scream as the fuselage slid out from underneath him. For one horrifying second, Gabriel saw nothing but clouds below him. He was sure he was dead. 
Then, somehow, the tail section came twisting back towards him. It struck him solidly in the chest. Gabriel grunted. He saw stars, but he managed to throw an arm around the tail. The cold metal edge of the rudder bit into his shoulder as he dangled helplessly, legs trailing in the air. His fingers tingled with numbness. 
The dragon reappeared behind him. It roared, and a fiery gust washed over him. Gabriel turned his face away and held his breath. When the danger had passed, he opened his eyes and saw scorch marks along the fuselage. 
Gabriel could feel himself losing his grip. His weight was working against him, and he knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. He still held the rocket launcher in his right hand but it would be nearly impossible to hold it steady enough to get a clear shot.
Gabriel knew he had a choice to make. He could drop the rocket launcher and climb back into the plane, or he could try to hold on long enough to take his shot, and then probably fall to his death. When he thought about it, there really wasn’t much choice at all. 
The dragon closed in. Gabriel waited, his arm hanging limply at his side, the rocket clutched in his icy fingers. A dozen yards became six. Yards became feet. Gabriel felt the dragon’s hot breath on his face. 
The beast was close enough that Gabriel could see the gold flecks in its irises. Close enough that it could toast him with one great breath, if it wanted to. Gabriel raised the rocket, aimed, and fired. 
He didn’t see what happened next because the flare momentarily blinded him. He blinked and let out a gasp. Behind the plane, what was left of the dragon dissolved into ribbons. The shadowy tendrils fluttered on the wind like tinsel and then dissipated into nothing. A dark mist swirled through the clouds in the wake of the plane and then vanished. 
R9-11, Gabriel realized. That’s what they put into the rocket. The dragon was now back in its own dimension. 
Gabriel dropped the launcher and threw his arm over the fuselage. With a great heave, he managed to pull himself back up. Slowly, cautiously he made his way back towards the hatch. His clothes were soaked from the icy sleet and his teeth chattered as he slid across the wet, slippery surface, scrambling for a handhold. He was frozen to the bone. 
It seemed to take much longer to get back down, but somehow he made it. His fingers were numb with cold as he finally caught the hatch and pulled himself inside. He slammed it shut and dropped into a seat, shivering and on the verge of hypothermia.
“Hello?” Jodi called from the cockpit. “You guys there?”
Gabriel reluctantly pushed himself back to his feet. He made his way through the cabin feeling like he was in a dream. What was he was going to tell her? How could he explain that Reeves -Jodi’s hero- had just committed the ultimate sacrifice? Gabriel felt sick to his stomach just thinking about what had happened.
As it turned out, Gabriel didn’t have to say anything. He crawled into the cockpit and Jodi spun around when she heard him coming. “You’re okay,” she said. Then she saw the look on his face. “Where’s Reeves?” 
Gabriel twisted his head, his eyes downcast. He was at a loss for words. Jodi’s eyes welled up with tears because she already knew the answer. She bit her lip and turned back to the controls. Tears streamed down her cheeks.  
“I’m sorry,” Gabriel said. “He was already gone when I got out there. The dragon must have…” he couldn’t finish the sentence. 
Jodi took a deep breath. “There’s a satellite radio on the console over there,” she said, nodding to where Gabriel had been sitting. “It says ‘Triple Star.’ Turn it on and dial it to four-dot-one seventeen.”
Gabriel climbed into the navigator’s chair and followed her instructions. “Now what?”
“Talk into it. If Julia’s in the headquarters she’ll hear you.”
Gabriel grabbed the mic. “Hello? Is anybody there?”
“I’m here!” Julia said after a moment. “Gabriel, is that you?” Her voice was static and broken, but he could understand her. He described what had happened. Julia listened quietly. There was a long silence after he finished. 
“Are you still there?” he said, thinking the connection had been lost.
“I’m here,” Julia responded. Her voice was firm. “Jodi, I want you to get to Crystal Lake. Remember the fishing shack? There’s an ATV there that you can use to get back to the mansion. Avoid the airport and stay off the main roads at all costs. Do you understand?”
“Affirmative,” Jodi replied. 
“Good. Gabriel, I want you to go to the closet in the back of the plane. There are some supplies in there that you might need. Radio me if anything comes up. I’m going to contact a friend in the Coast Guard and get a search started for Reeves. Please, be careful.” The transmission ended and static poured out of the speakers. Gabriel turned down the volume. 
“What’s happening?” he said. “Why can’t we go back to the airport?”
Jodi wiped a stray tear from her cheek. “They’ll be looking for us. We’re under attack. D.A.S. is under attack.”
“But I killed the dragon. Doesn’t that mean we’re okay?” 
“No. Think about it Gabriel. Don’t you think it’s strange that we hit this crazy storm today, when the weather station was reporting only light rain? And then the dragon just happened to know right where to find us?”
“I guess. I just thought it was a freak weather thing.”
“Its not,” Jodi said. “This is the work of the Shadowlords, all of it. They sent the storm and the dragon, too. It takes a storm like this to block out the sun, so that the Shadowkind can attack us during the day. Believe me, this is just the beginning.”
That was an uncomfortable thought. Gabriel’s mind raced with the possibilities. If the Shadowlords had the power to summon a thunderstorm and control a dragon, there was no telling what else they might be able to do. It had never occurred to him that they might find a way to attack during the day. Apparently, the rules had changed. 
“I’d better check that closet,” he said. 
He returned a few minutes later carrying two black tactical jackets and two small backpacks. “I’m not sure what all of this stuff is,” he said. “We’ve got two pistols loaded with R9-11 ammo, a couple tazers, and a couple of these…” He held up a large egg-shaped object that was about eight inches long and six inches in diameter. The outer shell was made of hard, clear plastic that allowed a clear view of the complex electronics inside. 
“Those are EGGs,” Jodi said. “It stands for ‘Electromagnetic-field Generating Grenades’. They’re supposed to have basically the same effect as R9-11, but in a grenade.”
“They’re supposed to?” Gabriel repeated. “You mean they don’t work?”
“I don’t know. We’ve never tried them. Pete and Mr. Oglesby have been working on the design for about six months. I didn’t even know they had a prototype. If Reeves had them in here, he must have been planning on testing them.”
“Great,” Gabriel murmured. “Let’s hope we don’t need them.”
 
A few minutes later Jodi announced that they were at the lake. “At least I think we are,” she said, glancing out the window. The rain had slowed down, but an ocean of mist covered the ground.
“I can’t see anything but fog,” Gabriel said. “Can you land using just the instruments?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never landed before. Reeves was going to teach me that pretty soon.” 
Gabriel shot her a look. “You’ve never LANDED before?”
“I have in a flight simulator… just not for real.”
“Uh, do the ejection seats work?” 
Jodi shot him a glare. “Very funny. Just buckle up and shut up.” She banked to the left and circled the area a few times, burning off airspeed and altitude. When they broke through the fog the plane was only a hundred feet off the ground. 
Gabriel blinked. “Where’s the lake?” he said.
“It dried up decades ago.”
Until that moment, Gabriel had thought Jodi was going to land the plane on water. He stared apprehensively at the dry, barren lakebed that stretched out for several miles in either direction. This wasn’t good. A bad landing in water might at least prove survivable. Here, there was nothing but dirt and rocks. 
Jodi brought the landing gear down and circled in for a touchdown. Gabriel winced as the ground rushed up to meet them. The plane seemed to be moving dangerously fast. Then Jodi pulled back on the yoke, and the front end of the plane tilted skyward. 
The ground disappeared and Gabriel saw nothing but mist in the windshield. There was no mistaking the feeling of the tail wheels touching down. The plane shuddered and made a groaning sound like the Titanic hitting an iceberg. Then, slowly, the front end of the plane dropped. The instant the front end was down, Jodi hit the brakes hard. 
Unfortunately, the rain had turned the dry lakebed to mud. The wheels locked up and Gabriel felt a sickening twisting sensation as the plane lurched to the right and went into a spin. The landscape outside his window became a blur as the plane went careening across the lakebed at ninety miles per hour.
Jodi screamed. Gabriel clutched the armrests and closed his eyes, waiting for death.
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Gabriel dared a glance at the ground sailing by outside. He saw flashes of land and grass and he groaned. It wouldn’t take much -the slightest divot or rock on the ground- to bust the wheels and flip the plane over. Going at that speed, the aluminum frame wouldn’t provide any protection whatsoever. The plane would be crushed under its own weight. 
They’d be lucky if it smashed them to death right away. Otherwise, they’d be trapped underneath it. The inevitable influx of mud would smother them, slowly and painfully. Gabriel couldn’t think of a worse way to die. He almost wished the dragon had fried them when it had the chance. He braced himself in the seat, helpless and absolutely terrified.
Jodi throttled up and released the brakes. She was using the pull of the engines to try to get the plane straight again. Gabriel held onto the armrests for dear life as the plane whipped around. Gradually, the spinning stopped. The plane fishtailed awkwardly, and Jodi revved up the engines even higher. Gabriel glanced out the window, and his heart nearly stopped. 
“We’re going to hit the embankment!” he cried out. The plane had stopped spinning, but it was still sliding sideways towards the edge of the lake. 
“DUH!” Jodi shouted. “Didn’t I tell you to SHUTUP?”
Gabriel bit his tongue and braced himself for the collision. Then, suddenly, the plane broke free of its slide. The wheels found a spot of dry ground and the engines roared as the Albatross surged forward. 
Jodi let out a loud sigh. She throttled the engines down and made a beeline across the lakebed, gently tapping the brakes every few seconds. “See,” she said. “I told you it was no problem. A minute later, the plane rolled to a stop near an old shack at the bottom of a hill. 
“We’re here!” Jodi said. She cut the engines and shut off the instruments. “Please remain seated until the seatbelt light is off, and thanks for flying Jodi Air!”
Gabriel checked his pulse to make sure his heart was still beating. “Where do you keep the barf bags?” he said.
Jodi punched him in the arm.
 
As Julia had promised, there was an ATV hidden inside the old fishing shack. It was just like the one back at the mansion. At first, Gabriel wondered what would make them keep it here, in an abandoned shack miles from anywhere. The place was surrounded by nothing but dirt and tumbleweeds. Then he realized it was probably for that exact reason. 
A man like Reeves would always have a backup plan, and he would naturally take great care to keep it hidden. The fishing shack was perfect. It was inconspicuous, and well off the beaten path. Also, the lakebed made a great alternative landing spot. Or at least it would have, if it was dry. Gabriel wondered how many other secret spots Reeves had out there.
 Jodi took a moment to rummage through their packs, showing Gabriel how everything worked. “These sunglasses are night vision,” she said. “They have built in light sources, but its all battery operated so don’t use them unless you have to. I already told you about the EGGs. You just set the timer and hit the button, and hopefully it’ll work. There are food rations and survival gear in here, in case of emergencies. Reeves puts that stuff everywhere.” She paused, realizing she’d spoken about him as if he were still alive. She took a deep breath, and then went on. “The bullets in your pistol are R9-11 rounds. They won’t hurt people, but you’ve seen what they do to Shadowkind.”
She held up her TAC jacket and began rummaging through the pockets. “Okay, we’ve got pocket knives, multi-tools, and tracers…” she held up a small button-sized metallic object. “The back is sticky, you just put it on a car or something, and Pete can track it from D.A.S. headquarters. Ahh! We’ve also got scanner radios.” She held up a walkie-talkie sized object with dials and buttons all over the front of it. “This will pick up all the standard radio frequencies, including police, emergency services, air rescue, and cellular. You’ve got basically everything except satellite, and the decryption is built in. Just press this button and it automatically filters the channel you’re listening to.”
“Cool,” said Gabriel. “If only I had a year to learn how to use it.”
“It’s not that hard. For now, I’m setting them to scan the frequencies most commonly used by D.A.S. It’s got a wireless headset, but just put that in your pack. Our helmets already have headsets built into them.”
With that taken care of, they piled onto the ATV. With Jodi at the controls, they roared out onto the lakebed. The intercom in Gabriel’s helmet buzzed to life. “I’m taking the back way,” Jodi said. “We’re going around those hills just outside of town. In a couple miles, we’ll hit the woods. Until then we’re in the open, so pay attention.” 
“Gotcha.” Gabriel scanned the horizon as they drove, keeping a wary watch on the surrounding hills. He didn’t see anything but rocks and brush for some time. Finally, the hills began to give way to farmland, and he saw the forest up ahead. 
“Almost there,” Jodi said. She gunned the engine and headed for the trees. They were halfway there when Gabriel got the feeling that something was wrong. At first, it was just sort of nervousness, a feeling in his gut. He glanced around and saw nothing but grassland. He told himself there was nothing to worry about, that they were almost home. Then some instinct or sixth sense made him glance up over his shoulder. 
Gabriel saw an enormous creature barreling down on them, straight out of the sky. It looked almost like a flying horse, but the creature’s jet-black body was somewhat humanoid, and it had wings like a bat. Gabriel immediately recognized the horrific monster as the Jersey Devil from the Book of Shadows.
“TURN!” He shouted.
“What? Why? Which way?” 
“I don’t care!” he shouted. “JUST TURN!”
Jodi twisted the handlebars just in time. The creature swooped down, and its hooves hammered into the rain-soaked earth. Mud sprayed into the air. It let out a blood-chilling shriek. It had missed them by inches.
“That was a close one,” Gabriel said. He pointed to a nearby section of woods. “There, I don’t think he can follow us!”
Jodi glanced over her shoulder and saw the creature bearing down on them again. “It’s coming back!” she shouted. “Shoot it! Use one of the pistols.”
Gabriel fussed with his pack for a few seconds. Several things dropped out, but he ignored them. Finally, he located the pistol at the bottom. “Got it!” 
Gabriel felt a shock of familiarity as he took the weapon into his grip. He felt the weight of it, the shape of the handle in his grip. “I’ve done this before,” he murmured. 
“What?”
“Nothing.” He shook his head. He raised the pistol and took quick aim. He fired three shots in quick succession. They had no effect whatsoever.
“You missed!” Jodi shouted.
“I didn’t miss, it’s too big. The bullets aren’t doing anything. We need another rocket.”
“We don’t have any rockets,” said Jodi. “All we have are the EGGs, and we don’t even know if they work!”
Gabriel gauged the distance to the woods and then glanced back at the Devil. There was no way they were going to make it. “Turn!” He shouted again. “Left!” Jodi did, once again in the nick of time. The cryptid rocketed past them, shrieking angrily as it missed its targets for the second time. “That’s not gonna work next time,” he said. “Let me drive. I’ve got an idea.”
Jodi slowed a little and allowed Gabriel to squeeze into the driver’s position. “Now what?” she said, plopping onto the seat behind him.
“Get the EGG out of my pack.” He glanced back at the Devil. Its eyes glowed with pure unchained rage. It was coming in for the kill this time. “Set it for 5 seconds and then hand it to me.”
After she had it set, Gabriel took the device and cradled it in one arm, holding the throttle in the other. He glanced back at the Devil, and then at the tree line. “You’re gonna have to jump.”
“WHAT?”
“Don’t argue, just do it. Trust me. At the count of three… ONE… TWO… THREE!”
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Reeves gagged as ice-cold water struck him in the face. He sputtered, trying to catch his breath. Like a diver gazing up at the surface of the ocean, consciousness seemed to loom over him, just out of reach. He heard voices, broken and distorted, and tried to make sense of the meaningless sounds that his brain could not interpret. Then vertigo overwhelmed him and he started to slip away. 
He heard the sound of a slap, like a snare drum echoing down a long tunnel, and his body slowly acknowledged the pain. His eyes fluttered open, and struggled for focus.
“Mr. Reeves,” someone said. It was the voice of a young man. Too young. That was odd. Reeves had been interrogated before, but never by a child. His brain struggled to pull it all together into something cohesive and sensible, but it wasn’t working. 
“John Reeves, if that really is your name,” the voice continued. “You see, your driver’s license says ‘John Reeves,’ and so does your health insurance card. Even your library card says ‘John Reeves.’ But somehow your fingerprints and DNA belong to a man who doesn’t exist.” 
Reeves’ head lolled as he listened. Of course there were no records; that was the whole point. He couldn’t have done the things he used to do if there were records. Everybody knew that. This was the most boring interrogation he’d ever had. It was so boring, he thought he might just go back to sleep. 
He started to slip away again, but then he recognized the dark chasm that threatened to swallow him. That chasm was death, not sleep. The very acknowledgement that he was close to the edge was enough to clear his head. He pulled back, struggling for consciousness.
“You see, I have certain… let’s call them friends who work for various government agencies around the world. You know the ones I’m talking about: FBI, NSA, KGB, Secret Service. There’s more. Lots more. But that’s not the point. You see, my friends tell me that their databases store records on over ninety-five percent of the people in the world. Isn’t that amazing?”
“Shadowfriends,” Reeves mumbled. He raised his head, and stared into his captor’s face. A boy, Reeves thought. Can’t even be eighteen. A child Shadowfriend. Great.
“Well, yes, that is what they are,” the young man said. “Though I think it’s in bad taste to actually use that word, don’t you? Anyway, my friends, with all their resources, have no record of you. Isn’t that funny? So tell me, who are you really, Mr. Reeves?”
The young man stepped closer and Reeves gazed into his eyes. Well, one eye. The other was all covered by that shaggy bleached mane. Reeves remembered the new wave hairstyle. Back in the eighties, it was a popular cut with pop musicians. The bleach, the hair gel. It was awful. “Time to update that hairstyle kid.” The words came out slowly, and a bit slurred. Reeves had taken a pretty good beating.
“Very funny. I wonder if you’ll still be cracking jokes when the Shadowlords are done with you. You know what they can do, don’t you? Of course you do. You know, I’d rather not have you go through that. It’s noisy and painful, and worst of all, very time-consuming. I’m in a bit of a hurry. So what say you tell us about your little D.A.S. operation, and we can avoid all that mess? That way we can all get on with our lives, and you won’t have to end up babbling like a baby in diapers.”
Reeves sneered, not because he wasn’t afraid, but because he would never let them know it. He knew exactly what the Shadowlords could do, and the boy wasn’t exaggerating. 
Reeves had been tortured before. In 1971 in Pakistan, they ran needles under his fingernails and chopped off the end of his pinky with a cigar cutter. In North Korea, they sliced long ribbons of skin off his back while he hung from a rafter. 
Reeves would take either of those any day over getting interrogated by a Shadowlord. They could reach inside your brain and give you the worst pain imaginable, without even touching you. They could take you right to the brink of death and leave you lying in a puddle of your own urine. Then they’d come back twenty minutes later and do it again. Reeves didn’t know if he was ready for that.
“You should know something before we get started,” the young man said, leaning in close. “D.A.S. is history. We broke your little compound apart and left it in ashes. Then we killed all your friends. Julia died screaming. Jodi and Gabriel? They suffered. It was awful.”
Reeves lurched forward, slamming his forehead into the punk’s nose. He tumbled to the ground, screaming like a little girl. Reeves took advantage of the distraction to make his escape. Unfortunately, the beating had taken its toll. Reeves’ body didn’t move nearly as fast as it should have. 
He almost managed to get to his feet, but then an invisible force field caught him and forced him back down. It was like a vice, pressing him down into the chair, and it squeezed the breath out of his lungs. As Reeves struggled for oxygen, the shadowfriend got to his feet and found a towel for his bloody nose.
Reeves was on the verge of passing out when the Shadowlord came to stand next to him, his alabaster face twisted in a cruel vampire-like smile. 
“He’s all yours,” the young man said, wiping blood from his nose. “Just don’t kill him.” 
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Jodi took a deep breath and bailed off the ATV. Gabriel cringed as he saw her tumbling across the field behind him. Hopefully, the rain had softened the ground up a bit. He’d hate to be responsible for her breaking a leg or something. He shot a worried look at the Jersey Devil. Jodi had no means of defending herself against the beast. If it followed her instead of the ATV, she probably wouldn’t survive. The whole plan hinged on Gabriel being the bait. 
It only took a few seconds to find out. Jodi hit the ground and rolled to a stop. Thankfully, she had the good sense to stay motionless and not bring attention to herself. The Devil barreled past her without a sideways glance, its malevolent stare fixed on Gabriel and the ATV.
Gabriel shoved the EGG into the narrow space between the handlebars. He wedged it in as tightly as he could, and threw another glance over his shoulder. The Devil was closing in fast. He made a few quick calculations, estimating the monster’s flight speed and the speed of the ATV. He hit the button on the EGG and activated it. A small red light began flashing, warning him that he had five seconds. 
Gabriel counted to three and jumped. 
The Shadow creature was already there. It slammed into the ATV at the same time that Gabriel hit the ground. He landed hard and tumbled a few times. Fortunately, the rain soaked earth was soft and it absorbed most of the impact. 
As soon as he stopped rolling, Gabriel crawled to his feet. He was covered in mud from head to toe. The four-wheeler was lying on its side a few yards away. Pieces were scattered out in every direction. The Devil was perched on top of the vehicle’s remains, shrieking, hammering with its hooves and rending the body apart in its massive jaws. 
It shredded the seat, sending a plume of foam padding into the air. Then it moved on to the plastic fenders and made short work of them. Unsatisfied, the creature stalked around the machine, tearing off bits of fiberglass and metal and then tossing them angrily aside. 
Gabriel waited breathlessly for the EGG to go off, but nothing happened. It had been at least twenty seconds -four times what was on the timer. Either the EGG was faulty, or it had been broken in the crash. Either way, they were going to have to make a run for it. He took one last look at the Devil as it ripped the front tires off their rims, and then ran in Jodi’s direction. Unfortunately, the creature noticed. 
“Look out!” Jodi shouted. Gabriel dropped to his knees and spun around, expecting to see the monster bearing down on him. His hand went to the pack, fumbling for the pistol. Maybe this time it would work… maybe if he unloaded the full magazine into the monster, that would be enough R9-11…
The Devil took three large strides towards him and then paused, sniffing the air. A whistling sound erupted at its feet. The noise rose, climbing in pitch and volume to an ear-shattering crescendo. 
Gabriel threw himself to the ground, shielding his face from the explosion. He yelled at Jodi to cover her eyes, but there was no telling if she heard. The EGG erupted in a thunderous explosion accompanied by brilliant violet light. The ground shook as the pulse wave radiated away from the epicenter. The Devil shrieked, and then its body disintegrated. 
A moment later, it was over. Gabriel got back on his feet and stumbled over to the blast area. Rings had formed in the soft, muddy ground, much like ripples in a pond. “It worked!” Jodi shouted. She ran past him and began searching the ground next to the ATV. “There’s nothing left of the EGG either! Cool!”
Gabriel surveyed the smoking ruins of the four-wheeler. “I thought the Jersey Devil was mythological,” he said.
“Nothing’s mythological,” Jodi said. “Do you really think people would make up stories like that just to get attention?”
“The thought had occurred to me.”
“Uh huh. Tell me, what would happen if you went back to school and told everybody about this creature? What would everyone say?”
“They’d say I was crazy,” Gabriel said. “They’d probably lock me up in a mental institution.”
“Exactly. Does that sound like a good way to get attention?”
Gabriel shook his head. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.” 
“Nobody ever does.”
“Well, we’d better get going. That thing might not have been alone.” Jodi’s eyes widened and she scanned the horizon. 
“Yeah,” she said. “Hurry, grab the packs. I know the way from here. We just need to hike around this mountain.”
 
Just inside the woods they located a deer path that wound down into a narrow valley. The forest grew dense and dark around them as they walked, and the air took on a deep, earthy smell, sweet with the odor of fresh rain and fragrant wildflowers. 
Gabriel had an overwhelming urge to stop and catch his breath, but he knew he might just lie down and fall asleep if he did. He could tell from Jodi’s stumbling pace that she was as exhausted as he was. It had been a rough morning. They were still in shock. Their minds hadn’t caught up with all that had happened. It was just too much to take in. They weren’t just physically drained; they were tired emotionally as well. It was the thought of the safety of the mansion that gave them the strength to continue.
The children pushed on, leaping over fallen logs and torrents of gushing rainwater, until they finally made it around the edge of the mountain. Then the forest gave way and the valley opened up in front of them. A breathtaking patchwork of farms and fields stretched out ahead, occasionally painted by flowery meadows and lush, green vineyards. Patches of forest sprouted out of the rolling hillsides, obscuring all but the rooftops of the scattered country homes. 
“There’s the estate,” Jodi said, pointing. At first, all Gabriel saw was an expanse of forest to the south. Then he noticed the roof of the mansion and the nearby barn. They looked much smaller from this vantage. 
“Let’s go,” he said.
 
Half an hour later, they climbed the fence at the far edge of the estate. They jogged down a narrow wooded slope, and the armory came into view. Jodi gasped. It was demolished. The front door had been blown of its hinges and smoked rolled out of the roof. 
“We’re too late,” she said. “The estate’s been attacked.”
They crept stealthily up to the doorway and peeked inside. The air reeked with the smell of explosives, and Jodi pinched her nose.
“They’re gone,” Gabriel said. “The place is empty.”
“What’s that awful smell?”
“They used plastic explosives. C-4. I’d know that smell anywhere.” 
“You know the smell of explosives?” Jodi said. “Who are you?”
Gabriel frowned. “I don’t know.” He stepped through the enlarged opening that used to be a doorway and surveyed the disaster. Jodi stepped in behind him.
“It’s ruined!” she said. “They destroyed everything!”
Gabriel’s face was dark as he glanced over the debris. The weight equipment was all smashed and overturned, some of it still on fire. The practice weapons had been torn from the shelves and lay scattered about the floor, and the exercise mats were shredded and smoldering. Worst of all, the weapons cabinet was destroyed, and apparently, emptied. He stepped closer and kicked away some of the broken glass. 
“They took it all,” he said. “All of Reeves’ guns, his equipment… even the ammo.”
“Oh no,” Jodi said. A look of horror came over her face. She grabbed him by the arm. “Gabriel, do you think they got in the house? Julia was in there alone!”
They abandoned the armory and ran through the orchard towards the mansion. When they reached edge of the woods, Gabriel caught Jodi by the arm and pointed. “The front door’s been blown open, just like the armory,” he said. “Notice the windows? The bars aren’t even down. I don’t see any lights, either.”
Jodi was perplexed. “The security system wasn’t on? That doesn’t make any sense. Julia, of all people, would have had the security running. Especially after we told her about the dragon.”
“Maybe.Unless she was so upset about Reeves that she just didn’t think of it.”
“You might be right,” Jodi said. She glanced at the smoke rolling out of the kitchen windows. “This could be a trap. The shadowfriends might still be in there.”
“Only one way to find out,” Gabriel said. He dropped his pack and scanned the area. “Maybe you should stay here.”
“Forget that! I’m coming with you.” 
“Fine. I’ll take the front and you take the back. I’ll meet you at the library.”
“Deal. Should we take the pistols?”
Gabriel considered it. “I don’t think so. They’re loaded with R9-11 rounds. If anyone’s still in there, they’re most likely human. If we point one of these guns at a shadowfriend, they’ll probably just shoot us.”
“Good point. Okay, I’ll meet you inside.”
With that, they split up. Gabriel gave Jodi a few minutes to get in place behind the house. When he was sure she’d had enough time, he crouched low and rushed up to the front entrance. He braved a quick glance through the opening and saw no movement inside. He took a breath and plunged in, somersaulting through the doorway. 
Gabriel came up in a kneeling position along the wall. The house was dark and silent. Nothing. He peered into the kitchen, and then up the staircase. Nothing. He shot a glance down the long hall towards the library. As far as he could tell, the house was empty.
Gabriel slipped around the corner and made his way down the hall towards the library. There was no movement, no sound except the beating of his heart. He glanced through the windows in the swinging library doors and found that room empty as well. Jodi came around the corner and shook her head. 
“There’s nobody here.” 
Gabriel nodded his agreement. “Guess we’d better check the basement.” 
Upon entering the library, the children were surprised to find that other than a few broken windows, it was wholly intact. “I guess shadowfriends don’t like books,” Gabriel said.
Jodi cracked a smile. “Yeah, the morons stumbled onto a whole library… probably scared the life out of ‘em.”
Then they turned around and saw the fireplace, or what was left of it.
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The shadowfriends had disengaged the sliding mechanism in the fireplace by wedging crowbars between the stonework and the wall. The end of the fireplace was tilted outward at an awkward angle, and chunks of stone and wood lay on the floor by the entryway. The elevator inside was standing open.
“I don’t like this at all,” Jodi said. Gabriel didn’t speak. They entered the elevator and hit the button for the basement. 
“What’ll we do if they’re still down there?” Jodi said.
Gabriel checked his pockets, ultimately producing his pocketknife. “Not much,” he said with a grimace. 
As the elevator slowed, Gabriel and Jodi stood to either side of the door so that they were somewhat concealed. Finally, the elevator came to a gentle halt and the door slid open. Gabriel peered around the corner and scanned the room.
The place was empty.  D.A.S., it appeared, had been abandoned. They stepped out of the elevator. Jodi took a deep, shuddering breath and Gabriel realized she was crying. He threw his gaze around the room. The place was in ruins. The damage that Gabriel had done was nothing compared to this. The computer monitors had been smashed across the floor and circuit boards lay scattered about the room. The desks were overturned, the wood bashed in, and the chairs broken. 
Only the giant monitors on the wall appeared to be functioning correctly. They alone remained steadfast amidst the chaos, ticking away the time and the weather just as they always had. 
The children made a slow circuit through the basement, checking every room. The entire place had been vandalized. The backup systems were demolished. In the networking room with the phone and internet servers, the computer parts had been brutally dismantled and then thrown into a massive pile. Occasional sparks erupted from the mess, and Gabriel observed a puff of smoke here and there. 
Julia was nowhere to be found. After checking every room, they went back into the lobby, and Gabriel leaned up against the edge of one of the desks. It was lying on its side. “What now?” he said. 
“I don’t know. I didn’t think… I never thought this would happen.” 
As they spoke, a clicking sound in the corner of the room caught Gabriel’s attention. He spun around. A section of the wall moved inward and slid away, revealing some sort of secret passage. It had been totally invisible a moment before. Now, it was a wide-open doorway. Julia and Pete came stumbling out, eyes wide and faces pale. 
“Are they gone?” Pete whispered. Gabriel nodded.
Jodi threw her arms around them. “I thought you were dead!” she said. 
“We’re not,” said Julia. “But we came close. It’s a good thing Reeves thought to put this safe-room in here, or they would have had us.” They went silent at the mention of Reeves’ name. A look of grief flashed across Julia’s face, and then vanished. “We’ll have time to mourn later, children. For now, let’s just let the Coast Guard do their job. Like it or not, we have our own work to do.”
“What can we do?” said Gabriel. “They destroyed everything!”
“Not everything,” Pete broke in. “Most of our redundant systems are still functional. Even the security system should still work. Unfortunately, they did get some important hard drives.”
“Wait a minute,” said Gabriel. “If the security system is working, then how did they get in?”
“Somebody shut if off,” Julia answered. “It was manually disabled this morning before the attack began. By the time Pete and I realized what had happened, it was already too late. So we hid, and hoped you two wouldn’t show up while they were still here.”
Gabriel swallowed hard. “D.A.S. was sabotaged? You don’t think… I didn’t do it, did I?” 
“I don’t know,” said Julia. “The security cameras feed directly into the hard drives, which they took, so there’s no evidence. I think we’ll have Mr. Oglesby take another look at you, just in case.”
Jodi gave Gabriel a sympathetic look and then turned back to Julia. “So what are we going to do?” she said.
“Well, first of all we’re going to clean this mess up. Pete why don’t you get on the phone and get Flannigan over here? Once we’re sure everything’s working, we’ll decide what to do next.”
 
Gabriel went to work, and tried not to think about the fact that the mess he was cleaning might have been his own fault… again. He’d already been responsible for destroying thousands of dollars worth of equipment and assaulting both Reeves and Julia. What if this was his fault as well? What if he’d disabled the alarm? The thought made him sick. 
Julia told Gabriel and Pete to stack the bags of broken computer hardware behind the house for recycling. She almost said that Reeves would pick it up later, but caught herself mid-sentence. The boys tried to comfort her as her eyes watered up, but Julia refused to dwell on it. “Work to do,” she reminded them. “Lots of work to do.” 
Mr. Oglesby arrived shortly thereafter and attempted another hypnosis session with Gabriel. When Gabriel awakened, Mr. Olgesby informed him that nothing had changed. “There’s nothing there,” Olgesby said. “If you sabotaged D.A.S., I don’t know how. You have no memory of doing it, subconscious or not.”
“Assess the risk,” Julia said. “What should we do?”
“I can’t see how it could have been Gabriel. I suppose it’s possible that the Shadowlords have come up with a new trick, but if so, it’s beyond my understanding. Personally, I don’t see him as a risk.”
“Well then,” said Julia, “how does Gabriel feel about it?”
All eyes turned on him, and Gabriel wanted to shrink and disappear. He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid,” he said. “You know what I can do. But I wouldn’t ever hurt you guys. Not on purpose, anyway.”
“That’s good enough for me,” said Julia. “Besides, beggars can’t be choosers. We don’t have enough manpower as it is.”
“Speaking of which,” said Mr. Oglesby, “What is it that you’ve got planned? I know something’s going through that mischievous brain of yours.”
“I object to that, Mr. Oglesby,” Julia said. “Though I do have a plan. The next time the Shadow strikes, we’re going to be there.”
“And how exactly do you plan on knowing where they’ll attack?” he said.
“We already know,” Julia said. “There’s only one possibility.”
Pete snapped his fingers. “The hard drives!” he said. “Every D.A.S. operation is allowed to know about the existence of two other agencies. In our case, that was London and Canada. London has already been attacked. That must be how the shadowfriends found us. Canada must be next!”
“My thoughts exactly,” said Julia. “Does the plane need gas, Jodi?”
She shook her head. “We filled it this morning.” 
“Good. Pete, do you mind manning the fort a couple days? We’re going to need you on intel and communications.”
“Sure.”
“Excellent. Jodi, get on the phone to Canada and let them know we’re coming. Tell them to be on high alert for the next forty-eight hours. We’ll drop you off at home on the way out of town.”
“No!” Jodi shouted. “I’m going with you!”
“Jodi, I’m sorry but this isn’t like spending the night. We’re leaving the country, and this could be dangerous.”
“What have I been training for all this time? I can take care of myself, you know that! And you need me! If you leave me here, I might as well quit D.A.S.!”
Julia looked her up and down, weighing the situation. Finally, she sighed. “All right. I shouldn’t do this, but unfortunately, we need all the help we can get. But you’re staying out of trouble. You’ll stay on the plane while all of this goes down, and you do exactly as I say, understand?”
“I promise!”
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The take-off on the muddy lake was a bit rough, but not nearly as bad as the landing had been. Jodi set a course over the Pacific Ocean hoping for a smoother flight. She explained to Gabriel that D.A.S. had a special military clearance that allowed them to fly internationally.
“Then the government knows about D.A.S?” Gabriel said. 
“Well, not exactly. It’s not common knowledge -D.A.S. has friends in the government, but the government doesn’t officially know what we do.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Wouldn’t you want the government to know, so they could help?”
Jodi laughed. “You can’t tell just anyone about the Shadow, Gabriel. Either you’ll make them think your crazy, or you’ll scare them to death. Can you imagine the panic, if the public found out?”
“Yeah, I guess. So does D.A.S. have this special clearance from every country?” 
“A lot of ‘em. Of course, if we do have trouble, we’ve got other ways of disappearing.” She grinned mischievously. 
Gabriel was reminded of a story Reeves had told him. “Bending light” he said. “You figured out how to bend light? Like in the Manhattan Project?”
“Not me,” Jodi laughed. “And don’t ask me to explain how it works. All I know is, if I hit that big red button next to the throttle, this plane vanishes. No radar, no laser, you can’t even see it unless you’re right next to it.”
Gabriel was impressed. “What other kind of stuff can D.A.S. do?” 
“We make great sandwiches,” Jodi said. 
Gabriel grinned. “Really…”
“Yeah. Get your butt back to the cabin and make me a sandwich. I’m starved.”
Gabriel thought about making a smart comment, and then thought better of it. After all, Jodi was the pilot. He wandered back to the cabin and started digging through the fridge.  
“So what do you think of all of this?” Mr. Oglesby said. He was sitting in the front row of passenger seats. There was a small TV mounted on the wall at the front of the cabin, and he was flicking back and forth through the channels. He seemed to have settled somewhere between a show on shark attacks and an old black-and-white film starring someone named John Wayne.
“What do I think about the airplane?” Gabriel said. “Or about D.A.S.?”
“D.A.S.,” Mr. Oglesby said with a grin. “I already know the airplane is cool.”
“It’s pretty crazy. I never would have believed this stuff if I hadn’t seen it.”
“Isn’t that the truth? I felt the same way when I discovered D.A.S., or rather when they discovered me. It hardly seemed like any of it could be real.”
“I know what you mean.”
“The important thing is that you know when to set your doubts aside. You do understand why we’re going to Canada, don’t you?”
Gabriel nodded. “To stop them. The Shadowfriends.”
“Exactly. Once we’re there, we have to focus. There might be fighting involved. In fact, it’s almost certain, and you won’t have time to hesitate. What I’m saying is, the Shadowfriends won’t think twice about killing us. If it should come down to that…”
“I understand,” Gabriel said. What Mr. Oglesby meant was that they might be facing a life or death situation. The truth was, Gabriel had no idea what he would do. He knew he was capable of fighting, and possibly even of killing. He’d seen the results of what he could do. 
“Good for you,” Mr. Oglesby said. “You’re a strong boy. When it’s all over, then we’ll have a beer and talk about all the crazy stuff we saw.”
“Uh, yeah,” Gabriel chuckled. “I’m twelve. I don’t drink beer.”
Oglesby gave him a wink. “I meant root beer.”
 
Gabriel made Jodi a sandwich with cheese and mustard. There wasn’t much else in the fridge, except for a box of crackers and some coffee grounds. He gave it to her and then went back to the cabin before she had time to complain. Fortunately, Julia was in the copilot’s chair keeping her company. 
Gabriel settled down in the seat across the aisle from Mr. Oglesby to watch some TV. The elderly man had an obnoxious habit of switching the channels every few minutes, and Gabriel soon tired of trying to keep up with the programs. He ended up staring at Oglesby’s cane. There was something about it that drew his attention, but Gabriel couldn’t put his finger on it. He had to admit that the thing was pretty cool, with its snarling wolf’s head handle. The wolf was so life-like it almost seemed it would move if he stared long enough.
Mr. Oglesby’s hand went to the cane, and Gabriel blinked. “That’s nice,” he said. “Can I see it?”
“I don’t think that would be wise,” Mr. Oglesby said. “The crazy thing seems to have a mind of its own. I wouldn’t want to lose it.” The smile on his face said he was joking, but there was something serious in his eyes. He sure was a strange old man.
They fell silent, and eventually the drone of the engines lulled Gabriel into an uneasy sleep. His dreams were dark and disturbing. No wonder, after recent events. Shadow creatures, a dragon, and the death of a close friend do not make for happy dreams. 
 
“We won’t have much time.” It was Julia’s voice that woke him, and Gabriel opened his eyes to see her and Mr. Oglesby standing at the counter next to the fridge. “We’re going to have to work fast. I brought extra UV and infrared lights, and some EGGs that we might be able to integrate into their system. Hopefully Canada has a security guy as good as Pete.”
“How many agents do they have now?” said Mr. Oglesby.
Julia shook her head. “I have no idea. Last time I was there –about four years ago- they had seven field agents and an office staff. Finances weren’t as tight back then, so there may be less.” 
“I hope they’re good at what they do,” Oglesby said.
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Canada HQ turned out to be a private ski lodge next to a lake. Gabriel looked down on it as they circled in for a landing. A paved pathway led from the lodge down a steep wooded hillside to the lake. Though it rested at the base of a mountain, the land surrounding the lodge was mostly flat. Even though it was the first week of June, patches of snow remained.
Jodi brought the Albatross in for a surprisingly smooth landing on the choppy surface of the lake. It was another first for her. She cruised the plane across the water to a boat ramp and up onto the beach. They rolled to a stop at the base of the hill beneath lodge. Julia congratulated Jodi on a great flight as Jodi shut the engines down. 
 Crisp mountain air washed over them as they piled out of the Albatross. “It’s a bit of a hike,” Julia said. “Bring as much as you can carry. We don’t want to make too many trips.”
That, of course, meant that Gabriel and Jodi got the lion’s share. Mr. Oglesby carried his personal pack and an extra bag, which wasn’t bad for an old man with a cane, but it wasn’t half of what Gabriel ended up carrying. Julia’s load equaled Mr. Oglesby’s, and it looked overwhelming on her slight frame. Every one of them had broken a sweat when they finally crested the top of the hill.
The lodge rose out of the landscape up ahead like a watchtower. Gabriel noted that the building’s placement afforded a clear view of the surrounding countryside all the way to the lake. It was not only a beautiful view, but also a strategic location in terms of defense. Strangely, however, there was no indication of any defense in place. 
“No guards,” Julia observed as they approached. “No cameras, no UV lights. Either they’re very good at keeping security out of the public eye, or they didn’t take our warning too seriously.”
Gabriel glanced around nervously. It was dark enough now that they wouldn’t see a Shadow creature standing ten feet away. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” he said. 
Mr. Oglesby sniffed, and nodded in agreement. “Something smells fishy,” he said.
The front door stood wide open and pale light came streaming down the steps. Gabriel dropped his pack and crept up to the lodge, peering through the windows. He made his way all the way around the building. He saw no sign of occupants or intruders. At last, he threw caution to the wind and leapt through the front door. 
“You can come in,” he called out. “The place is empty.”
 
The main room was a large lobby with a stone fireplace and vaulted timber ceilings. The furniture was in a bit of disarray, with the couches out of place and one of the chairs shoved up against the wall, but nothing terribly damaged. 
“There was a scuffle,” Mr. Oglesby observed. “Doesn’t appear that they put up much of a fight.”
“They must have been surprised,” Julia said. “Come on, the elevator is down the hall.”
It was hidden behind a bookshelf. Julia pressed inward on a leather-bound copy of poems by Dylan Thomas and the wall slid away, revealing the elevator. “Do not go gently into that good night,” she said. “Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”
“Indeed,” said Mr. Oglesby.  
The elevator didn’t have walls. It was the old-fashioned kind made of steel bars and a collapsible iron gate. The floor was an iron grating, and Gabriel couldn’t help but stare at the yawning darkness that stretched out below. Julia cringed as she looked down.
“I don’t like heights,” she said apologetically. “Or dark holes. Or old elevators…”
“We get the idea,” said Mr. Oglesby. “Deep breaths, Julia. Think of the beach on a sunny day.”
They gathered inside and Mr. Oglesby pressed the button. Julia steadied herself against Gabriel as the concrete walls sped by. It was dizzying, and a little frightening. Gabriel could have reached between the bars and touched the walls outside. He didn’t try it of course, because he might have lost his hand.
“What do we do if it’s a trap?” Jodi said. 
“Well we have lots of weapons,” Mr. Oglesby said grimly, “they’re just all bundled up in our packs.”
 
At last, the elevator stopped and the doors quietly slid apart. They stepped into a long, rectangular room with bare concrete walls and a row of cheap particleboard computer desks. There were no monitors on the walls. In fact, there were no flat screens at all. The computers all looked like relics from the nineteen-eighties. They probably didn’t have enough processing power to run a calculator. Canada HQ was a bit underwhelming, especially compared to Julia’s operation. 
The sparse décor consisted of two gothic suits of armor near the outside wall. A pair of crossed swords hung between them. 
A single high-backed chair rested in the center of the room, facing away from them. Gabriel realized quite suddenly that someone was sitting in it. He signaled for everyone to stay back. He lowered his center of gravity and crept stealthily forward. He didn’t make a sound, but halfway there, the chair spun around. A young man faced him, approximately seventeen years old, with long, bleached bangs hanging over his eyes. A whip lay coiled across his lap, and his fingers absently stroked the oiled leather handle. A cynical smile twisted the edges of his mouth. 
“Hello, Gabriel,” he said. 
Gabriel’s blood froze as a tidal wave of memories washed over him. In an instant, he remembered everything. The dungeon, the other children… it all came crashing down, and he felt his equilibrium slipping away… 
 
They were captives. Gabriel couldn’t remember how long they’d been there. It seemed like forever that the Shadowlords had been toying with them, working through their defenses. Pain and hunger were constant companions, especially to Gabriel. Suffering, torture and torment they had inflicted upon him. Why did they do that? Because he was oldest, and because he was the most stubborn.If he fell in line, the other children would have followed his example.
The Shadowfriends had tried everything, from starving him to beating him within an inch of his life. They’d given him nice things only to take them away and destroy them right in front of him, and then they’d threatened to hurt the other children if he wouldn’t submit. But still, he fought. He fought them every step of the way. There were times he could have escaped, if he wanted to, but they knew he wouldn’t. He wouldn’t leave the other children behind. He was their only protection. 
He remembered it all now, quite clearly… and he especially remembered one person.

 
“Victor.” He spat the name like bitter food, and Victor’s smirk grew even wider, if that were possible. 
“You’ve been a big help,” Victor said. “I suppose I should thank you.”
“I didn’t help you! You brainwashed me! And it didn’t work anyway. They saw through your trick.”
“On the contrary,” said Victor. “It worked perfectly. You see, you weren’t the saboteur, you were just the decoy. Everyone was taken in by you, distracted, unsure of how to handle you. They were so busy worrying about you, Gabriel, that no one even suspected we had gotten to Jodi.” 
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Gabriel’s heart almost stopped. His mind reeled. Victor had gotten to Jodi? What could that possibly mean? It was some sort of trick, it had to be. It was another one of their mind games, designed to get him off guard. 
“Liar,” Gabriel said. Then he heard a whimper coming from behind him. He turned around to see Jodi crying. Tears streamed down her face, and she turned away from his gaze. It was true, he suddenly realized. The terrible, heartbreaking truth was that somehow Jodi had betrayed them. 
“Why?” was all he could say.
Laughter erupted from Victor, and he rose from the chair. The whip trailed along behind him as he paced slowly in front of Gabriel. “You haven’t figured it all out yet?” he said. “It figures. All the time I spent trying to break you, and now I can’t get you to remember! Ha. Kind of funny, in a pathetic sort of way.”
Gabriel glanced around the room. Jodi was on her knees, sobbing pathetically as Julia tried to comfort her. Mr. Oglesby clutched his cane with white knuckles, his face a mask of defiance. 
“The Shadowlords said there was something different about you Gabriel,” Victor said. “I didn’t really believe it. I don’t believe much of anything a Shadowlord says. I figured they were making excuses, because they had a heck of a time breaking you. When they finally said it worked, I hardly dared believe it. 
“Of course by that time, we already had this other plan worked out, and it was so good I just couldn’t let it go. So, we used you as sort of an experiment. That was a stroke of genius, if I say so myself. You see, all along everybody thought it was all about you, but it was Jodi. She was our ace in the hole.” 
Julia had been listening intently as she held Jodi. Now she took Jodi by the chin and brought their eyes together. “Why, Jodi? Why did you do this?”
Jodi looked miserable. It made Gabriel feel sick to watch what was happening to her. He didn’t know what to think. Had everything been a lie? How long had she been planning this?
“They gave my mom cancer,” Jodi said. “They came to me after she got sick and said they’d take it away if I helped them.” She finished the sentence sobbing, and buried her face in Julia’s chest. 
“They can’t do that, dear,” Julia said. “It’s not possible.”
“No, its not,” Victor agreed, “but we sure can make a person sick. Mom’s all better now though, right Jodi?”
Jodi turned to glare at him through her tears. Gabriel recognized the look. If she got half the chance, she’d rip him to pieces. He was feeling about the same way, but he forced the anger down with a deep, calculated breath. Victor was spilling information now like it didn’t matter, and they needed to use that against him. If Jodi could just hold it together a couple more minutes…
“So what now, Victor?” said Gabriel. “You’ve defeated D.A.S. What are you gonna do now?”
Victor smiled. “Did you ever wonder what Stonehenge was? Did you ever wonder why there are pyramids all the way from China and Egypt to South America? It’s because this world is full of shadowgates. They’re just waiting for us to open them up.”
“They don’t work anymore,” said Julia. “All the shadowgates have been disabled.”
Victor laughed. “You shut them down. You capped them with concrete and bricks and steel, but you can’t get rid of them. You couldn’t if you tried. You could tear the pyramids down if you wanted to, but the gates would remain.” 
Victor was moving back and forth in front of them, pacing like a tiger in a cage. The whip trailed behind him. He flicked it now and then, making little whooshing sounds. 
“The next new moon is in two weeks,” he said. “The sun will set for the last time, and your world will be covered in darkness from which it will never escape. We will open Stonehenge, Giza, and all the others, and shadowkind will flood into the world. A couple months from now, humanity will be living back in the Dark Ages.”
“Then what? I guess we’ll all be slaves or something?” said Gabriel. “Maybe food for the shadowkind?”
“Something like that,” said Victor. “But you’re one of the lucky ones, Gabriel. You’re one of us. In fact, when I’m the King of America, I just might make you a general. How’s that sound?”
“I’m not one of you,” Gabriel said. “And it’ll never happen.” He felt anger welling inside of him, and he forced it down. This was no time to be out of control.
“I figured you’d say that. You never were very smart.” Victor flicked his wrist and the whip cracked like a gunshot. “Well, that’s enough chat. Your cages are waiting upstairs. If you’ll all get back into the elevator, I’ll try to make this as painless as possible. Don’t bother fighting, I’ve got fifty men waiting outside.”
Gabriel settled into a defensive position. “We’re not going anywhere.”
Victor snapped the whip, and Gabriel flinched. “Come on, Gabriel. You don’t want to go through all that again. Don’t you remember how much it hurts? You must remember that much.”
“I remember,” said Gabriel. “And I’m gonna feed you that whip.”
Victor’s eyes burned and his sneer vanished in a mask of rage. He twisted the handle of the whip and sinuous leather strap became a blur. The energy jolted through the weapon.  It became a tsunami of increasing speed and intensity, until it reached the tip and exploded with enough force to smash bones. 
Gabriel’s instincts took over. He vaulted to the side. The whip cracked in midair right where his face had been. Victor roared. He spun the whip around for another shot. This time, as the wave of energy rode down towards the tip, Gabriel did something different. Instead of dodging, Gabriel twisted aside. His hand shot out in a blur of movement. Suddenly, the room went silent. The whip didn’t crack, but instead went strangely mute. Gabriel’s left arm appeared in mid-air, clutching the end of the weapon.
Gabriel twisted his hand, wrapping the leather around his wrist, and then gave it a good hard yank. Victor stumbled forward, his eyes wide with shock. Somehow, the impossible had just happened. The obedient whipping boy had somehow overwhelmed his master. Victor couldn’t fathom it. This was not the Gabriel that Victor knew.
Gabriel took a step towards him and slammed his fist solidly into Victor’s face. Victor’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped like a rock. Gabriel and his companions stared down at the older boy’s limp form. Jodi spit on him, and Julia looked horrified.
Mr. Oglesby chuckled. “Glass jaw,” he said. “That’s what we used to call it. Means he takes a hit like a girl.”
“Hmmm?” said Julia. 
Mr. Oglesby glanced up and saw two pairs of fiery feminine eyes boring holes through his skull. “Oh! Sorry! All apologies, just an old expression. Doesn’t mean a thing.”
“Sure,” said Julia. She turned to Gabriel. “We’re gonna have to fight our way out of here. Do you believe he really has fifty Shadowfriends here?”
Gabriel shook his head. “He’s a liar. I wouldn’t believe anything he said.”
“That’s good to hear.” Julia surveyed the little group. “Still, we’ve got a bit of a problem. We’re almost certainly outnumbered, and the weapons we have will only work against shadowkind.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Gabriel said. He pulled the two crossed swords from the wall, and laid them on the floor. “Julia, I need a couple rounds from your pistol.”
Julia drew her weapon and tossed Gabriel the whole magazine. He took two bullets out and used the pommel of one of the swords to crack the acrylic casings. Carefully, he dripped R9-11 out over the blades. 
“Good thinking,” said Julia. “A multi-purpose weapon.”
“That’s the idea,” said Gabriel. “This should work against humans and shadowkind.” 
“Don’t get any of that on your skin,” said Mr. Oglesby. “R9-11 may be stabilized, but it can still have unexpected effects.” 
When he was done, Gabriel took one sword for himself and handed the second blade to Jodi. “We’ll take the swords since you two already have guns. How many EGGS do we have with us?”
“Just two,” said Julia. “The rest are in the plane. Unfortunately, we need to use one of them in here.”
“Down here?” said Jodi. “What for?”
“We have to wipe the hard drives on these computers. The electromagnetic blast will fry the electronics. It’s the fastest way.”
“You’re right!” said Mr. Oglesby, slapping his forehead. “These old boat anchors are totally unshielded. I had forgotten how delicate they were in those days.”
“Then we just have one,” said Gabriel. “We shouldn’t use the last EGG until we’re outside. It’ll do maximum damage that way.”
“Agreed,” said Julia. “Shall we go, then?” 
They piled into the elevator and set the timer on the first EGG. It exploded during their ascent, and the shockwave rattled the elevator. 
“Well they know we’re coming now, don’t they?” said Julia. “Everybody get ready.” 
Nothing could have prepared Gabriel for what came next.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
 
 
The group emerged from the elevator prepared for battle. Instead, they were met with absolute silence. The lodge looked exactly the same as they’d left it. Gabriel immediately sensed that something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. It was something subtle, something he couldn’t quite track. It was a strange feeling, and it sent a chill crawling up his back. 
“I guess you were right about Victor being a liar,” Julia said. “There’s nobody here at all.” 
Her words hung in the air for a moment. Mr. Oglesby sniffed loudly. “It’s not right,” he said. “Something’s strange.” 
“I feel it too,” said Jodi. “It’s too quiet.” 
“Let’s get moving then,” said Julia. “There’s nothing else we can do here. We’ll have time to figure out our next move on the way back home.”
They left the lodge and took the front stairs down to the path. Gabriel glanced around nervously, the sword hilt tight in his grip. He couldn’t get over the eerie, stifling silence. It was even worse outside.
It was dark now. The forest was deep with shadows. The sky overhead was clear and bright, and the moon was just cresting over the mountains behind the lodge. Moonlight glinted off the patchy snow and frosted grass.
“I’m getting seriously creeped out,” Jodi said. “It’s even quieter out here than it was inside.” 
Julia scanned the woods up ahead. “Get moving,” she said. “Flannigan, would you lead the way please?”
“Of course.”
Mr. Oglesby idled up to the front of the group and started walking. Julia and Jodi fell in behind, and Gabriel took up the rear.
Gabriel felt better once they were moving, but he still couldn’t shake that ominous, dreadful feeling. He turned his glance aside, checking the trail behind them and the smooth grassy field to the sides. There was nothing, and he forced himself to move on lest he hold the party back.
Gabriel took a few more steps and suddenly stopped. It was as if something had touched him, some sort of presence. But there was nothing close by. Nothing physical, anyway. Gabriel felt a dreadful chill crawl down his spine and he turned around. The land was still and quiet. His mind reeled with flashes of images: teeth, claws, blood… wings.
Gabriel threw a glance skyward, over the mountaintops. The moon was halfway up now. It threw brilliant silver light across the snowy peaks. The stars above shone like jewels in the sky. And then, they vanished. Gabriel blinked. A huge section of the sky had turned black. He took a few steps back. 
“Julia!” he called over his shoulder. 
The others hadn’t noticed that he’d stopped, and they were several yards ahead. They turned and let out a chorus of gasps. 
The shadow moved down, passing in front of the moon and swooping down towards the plain. Gabriel saw now that it wasn’t one shadow, but hundreds -no, thousands. There were literally thousands of creatures swarming down out of the sky. Then the face of the mountain turned black as shadow creatures crested the peak and came roaring down the side. 
“Good lord!” Julia said. “RUN! TO THE PLANE, RUN!” 
 
They all moved in unison, breaking into a full run across the field. For a second, Gabriel dared to hope they might escape. Then, the shadow creatures caught up with them. Something flew past Gabriel, striking him on the back of his head as it passed, and knocked him to the ground. He tumbled expertly and rose to one knee with his sword at the ready. The creature was already gone, but he’d seen enough to recognize it from the Book of Shadows. 
It was called a Varsifur. The creature had a humanoid torso but lacked legs, having instead a long trailing tail. It was about three feet long with hairless, leathery skin, and bony, bat-like wings. Gabriel knew the creature’s fangs and talons contained a deadly poison. He frantically felt his head for scratches. Fortunately, he found none. 
An enormous wolf-like creature with glowing red eyes and thick matted fur leapt out of the darkness. It was a warg, one of the deadliest of shadowkind predators. Gabriel lowered his stance and swung his sword, slicing the beast through its midsection. It landed heavily on the path. The warg let out a wild howl as wisps of smoke rose from its skin. Its hair turned fiery red, the color of glowing embers. It crumbled then, as if it had been made from dust and nothing more. 
Gabriel heard another howl up ahead. He glanced up and realized that they were surrounded. Shadowcreatures closed in from every angle, a wall of drooling, slavering monsters, fangs and claws bared and thirsting for human blood.
 “Cover your eyes!” Julia shouted. She threw the last EGG down in the middle of the path, and buried her face in her arms. Gabriel had a split second to cover his face before the EGG let out a shriek and erupted. 
The night shook with the roars of shadow creatures as the electromagnet pulse ripped them out of existence. The noise lasted for several seconds, and then suddenly the night became eerily silent. Gabriel lowered his arm and glanced around the clearing. The shadow creatures were gone, but more of them were already funneling out of the surrounding woods and down from the mountains. Where were they all coming from? 
The group fled but the monsters were closing in fast. Then, up ahead, Gabriel saw several humans emerge from the woods along the path. There were five men and one woman in total. Six shadowfriends, all carrying weapons. 
The shadowfriends spread out, forming a circle around the group. Gabriel threw off his pack and lunged forward with his sword, provoking one of the larger men into a fight. They flew into action. The man was armed with a katana, and he used it expertly. The shadowfriend avoided Gabriel’s attack and countered with a lightning fast response. Gabriel’s instincts took over. He parried the attack, danced out of reach, and then countered. Their blades flashed in the moonlight. The sound of ringing steel filled the air.
Gabriel’s opponent was well trained but he was older. That made him slower, and he was already tiring. Gabriel knew he could wear the man down if he had the time, but he wasn’t sure he’d get the chance. He heard a desperate cry behind him. He dared a glance over his shoulder just in time to see two men taking Julia down to the ground. She had her pistol in her hands, but she couldn’t get a shot off. It wouldn’t have helped anyway. She didn’t have any real bullets. They were only armed with R9-11.
Mr. Oglesby struggled heroically against two more shadowfriends, using his cane like a sword. Jodi held her ground fighting the last two, but Gabriel could tell that her sword was getting heavy. It was hopeless. In a few more minutes, the shadowfriends would overwhelm them and it would be over. 
Then something strange happened. Something terrifying and wonderful all at once. 
Gabriel heard the howl of a wolf and he turned, fearing that another warg had joined the fight. Instead, he saw Mr. Oglesby, head tilted skyward, the chilling sound erupting from his chest. Mr. Oglesby’s attackers staggered back, stunned by the inhuman noise. 
Flannigan Oglesby began to change. Hair sprouted all over his body, and his bones began to crack and reshape into something less human… something wolfen. His face grew and stretched into a long canine snout and his ears lengthened, pointing up over the top of his head. His shirt ripped and he tore the cloth off with long, clawed fingers. 
In seconds, the transformation was complete. The old Englishman was gone, and in his place stood a creature not entirely wolf but not nearly human. Mr. Oglesby threw his head back and howled. Shadowfriends and shadowkind alike scattered.
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Everything seemed to stop during the incredible metamorphosis. Even the shadowkind halted in their tracks, mesmerized by the transition. Then, just when it seemed that there was nothing human left of old Mr. Oglesby, he turned his long snout towards Gabriel and in a gruff, wolfish voice shouted: 
“Run! Get Jodi out of here!” 
Gabriel didn’t hesitate. He dashed across the clearing, caught Jodi by the arm, and began dragging her with him. Jodi struggled against him. “What about Julia?” she cried out. “We can’t leave her!”
“We can’t save her!” Gabriel shouted.  
Something must have clicked inside her mind, because Jodi quit fighting. She broke into a run so fast that Gabriel could just barely keep up with her. Suddenly they were tearing down the mountainside with shadowkind snapping at their heels. They ripped through the brush and leapt over fallen trees, barreling straight down the hillside. The monsters fell further behind, confused by the awkward terrain. By the time the children hit the beach they were alone. The shadow creatures were only seconds behind.
 “We’ve got to get in the air before they catch up!” Gabriel shouted.
“No problem,” said Jodi. 
They clambered inside the Albatross, and she had the engines running before Gabriel could even get the hatch closed. The plane rolled down the beach and splashed into the water. Gabriel watched through the hatch window as Shadowkind raced out of the woods, pounded across the beach, and began floundering in the water. Jodi throttled it up. 
When she gunned the engines, the plane accelerated so fast that it threw Gabriel to the floor. He pulled himself back to his feet and staggered up to the cockpit. He stepped through the doorway just as Jodi pulled back on the yoke. The Albatross lurched skyward, and Gabriel hit the floor again. 
“Stop that!” he said. Jodi twisted in her seat and laughed.
“Hey at least we lost them,” she said. 
As the Albatross made a slow ascent towards twelve thousand feet, Gabriel made several passes through the plane. He stopped at each window, gazing out at the wings and tail of the plane, peering into the darkness surrounding them. He couldn’t see anything out there but stars, and that at least was comforting. The varsifur and the other flying shadow creatures couldn’t keep up with the plane. Apparently, Victor hadn’t brought any more dragons with him.
The children were in the air for almost twenty minutes when the reality of the situation finally settled on them. “I don’t even know where I’m going,” Jodi suddenly realized. “What are we going to do?”
They were passing through some clouds and a light flurry of snow had begun to fall. Gabriel stared out the window, mesmerized by the swirling white flakes. “We can’t do anything right now, except go home,” he said. “If we went back there now, they’d be waiting for us.”
“We can’t just leave Julia and Mr. Olgesby!” Jodi said. “Do you know what the Shadowfriends will do to them?”
“Yes, I do.” Gabriel didn’t like being reminded of the things that had happened to him. Jodi gave him an apologetic glance as she realized her mistake. 
“Sorry. I’m just so freaked out; I don’t know what to do.”
“It’s okay,” he said. “The first thing we’ve got to do is go home. We need to contact the other D.A.S. headquarters and try to get some help.”
“Impossible,” Jodi said. “London and Canada are the only two D.A.S. operations we can contact, and they’re both destroyed. We’re on our own. But it might be possible to check on Julia… Gabriel, turn on that satellite radio, the one on the NAVCOM. Hit the red button. That one patches the signal into my headset…”
Gabriel scrambled, trying to follow her instructions. “Okay, we’re good,” she said after a moment. “Hang on, I’ve got a signal. Pete! Are you there? Pete!” There was a long static-filled silence. “Pete, its Jodi. Can you read me?”
“Hey, what’s up?” Pete’s voice finally crackled through the intercom. “You guys okay? The weather said a blizzard was moving in.”
“It’s here,” Jodi said. “It’s snowing right now. Pete, we ran into some trouble.” She proceeded to tell him the entire story. Pete listened quietly and took a moment to digest it all after she finished.
“Well, Gabriel’s right,” he said. “You two need to get back here ASAP. You should have plenty of fuel, just head for the BLM land behind the estate. You know that place I’m talking about?”
“Affirmative,” said Jodi. 
“Good. You should be able to land in there without being seen. Just be careful. Check back with me in a couple hours. I’m gonna start trying to track Julia.”
“Thanks,” said Jodi. “Gabriel, you can take the radio off the COM now.” 
They sat in silence for a long time, listening to the droning engines and watching the swirling snowflakes. Gabriel didn’t even know what to think. So much had happened that it was hard to get it all straight. First Reeves’ death, then Jodi’s betrayal. That was almost too much to comprehend, but now Julia and Mr. Oglesby were gone, captured by the Shadow. 
Gabriel couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud, especially not to Jodi, but he just couldn’t think of any reasons why the Shadow would keep them alive. There wasn’t much point in trying to get information out of them. D.A.S. had already been removed from the picture. Gabriel wasn’t even sure there were any other operations. For all its grandeur and secrecy, D.A.S. didn’t seem to be very well organized or very powerful. It was just a small group of people doing their best to save the world. Or, it had been.
“This is all my fault,” Jodi said. “I’m so sorry, Gabriel.”
The sound of her voice shook him out of his thoughts. Jodi wasn’t crying, but she didn’t look far from it. The guilt was tearing her apart. 
“It’s not your fault,” he said. “There’s nothing you could have done. Remember what they did to me? How they broke my will and hypnotized me? They even killed Reeves. Sooner or later, they always seem to get what they want. There’s no way you could have stopped them.”
“That might be true,” Jodi said, “but I was the weak link, you know? I was the one who gave in to them. If it weren’t for me, D.A.S. would still be around. So would Julia.”
“You thought your mom was going to die,” said Gabriel. “Nobody’s going to hold that against you.” 
“I can’t believe they tricked me like that. I just want to kill someone. I want to hit that Victor guy right in the face. What a jerk… He’s the one that did that to you, isn’t he?” 
“What?”
“He’s the one that made those scars on your back. With that whip of his.”
Gabriel nodded. “He wasn’t the only one, but he did most of it. The Shadowlords have other ways of hurting you. In some ways, I actually preferred the whip. It wasn’t as scary.”
“God I want to hit him,” said Jodi. “I feel so sorry for Julia and Mr. Oglesby. If he hurts them…”
“Speaking of Mr. Oglesby,” said Gabriel. “I guess he’s a… a shape-changer or something like that?” It didn’t sound right saying that. There was no such thing as shape-changers or werewolves. 
“I guess so,” said Jodi.
“So you’ve never seen him do that before? You didn’t know?”
“Never. I always thought there was something creepy about that cane, though. The way that wolf head seems to stare at you, it’s like the eyes follow you when you move. It’s like its alive or something. Yuck.” She shivered visibly. 
“So you think the cane is the source of his power?” 
“I definitely think it has something to do with it. The thing is just so weird. I feel all tingly whenever I get close to it. The same kind of feeling you get when somebody’s watching you. It’s just creepy.” 
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Gabriel stared through heavy lids at the half-eaten bagel on the table, uncertain as to whether he should finish it. It wasn’t that he wasn’t hungry, because he was. It was just that he wanted to stay awake, and to stay clear-headed. A couple more bites and he might just fall asleep in his chair.
It was Sunday morning and it would have been a beautiful day if not for all that had happened.  Gabriel, Pete, and Jodi were all sitting at the wrought iron table in the atrium, basking in the morning sun. Pete said it was Julia’s favorite place to relax, and Gabriel could see why. Birds chirped around them and a light breeze stirred up the fragrance of honeysuckle and lilacs. A musical little waterfall ran between two trees into a pool of Japanese koi fish. It was paradise. As pleasant as all that was, a darkness hung over them. 
Reeves was gone. Dead. Julia and Mr. Oglesby were captives. 
The only good news was that Julia appeared to be alive, at least for now. They knew this because she’d had a tracking device installed under her skin a few years earlier. If the information Pete was getting from the satellite was accurate, Julia was alive and she was on a fast moving boat headed towards Asia. That left more questions than answers. Where were they going? What did Victor have planned for her? Was she safe for the moment, or had the torture already begun? And was Mr. Oglesby with her, or had they become separated? Unfortunately, the elderly gentleman had no implant.
Gabriel had asked why Mr. Oglesby and Reeves didn’t have them, and his friends burst into laughter. “Reeves would’ve ripped it out with his teeth,” Jodi said. “He’d die before getting something like that.”
“Mr. Oglesby shouldn’t have needed one,” Pete explained. “He wasn’t a field agent. The only reason Julia had one is because she’s so important to D.A.S. That, and because of what happened to her husband.” 
That made sense. Gabriel remembered that Julia’s husband had disappeared while on Safari. Julia must have suspected the Shadow’s involvement. His disappearance had frightened her enough that she’d had herself tagged with a microchip. 
 “I can’t sit around like this,” Gabriel said. “We know which direction they’re going, I say that’s enough. I can get on a plane and be in China in twelve hours. Give me one of those satellite phones and call me when they stop moving.”
“Hold it!” Jodi interrupted. “If you think you’re going without me, I’ve got news for you!”
“Calm down,” said Pete. “Nobody’s going anywhere. Not yet. Gabriel, if you get on a plane to China and they end up skirting the coastline and going to Italy you’re going to regret it. It’ll take you longer to get through customs than it would to swim across the pacific. I know how you feel because we all feel the same, but right now we have to use our heads. We have to work together. We’re all that’s left…”
He didn’t have to finish. Gabriel stared guiltily at the table. It was a waiting game, and they just had to sit there, doing nothing, waiting for Julia’s signal to stop moving. Gabriel tried, but he just couldn’t turn his brain off. He thought about the situation, and the inevitable problems that would soon arise:  How long would it take to get there? Would it be possible to rescue Julia? If so, what would they need to bring with them? 
He absent-mindedly began sketching on a napkin. A few minutes later, he handed a crude drawing to Pete. “Can you do this?”
Pete looked it over. “You want to modify the Albatross? I don’t see why not. It’ll take a day or two.”
“Let’s get on it then,” said Gabriel. “Maybe we can have it done by the time Julia gets wherever she’s going. Jodi, what kind of supplies do we have?”
“Supplies?As in things that go boom? There were lots of UV lights, cameras, and whatever guns and ammo Julia could scrounge up. It’s all on the plane already.”
“Let’s get an inventory,” Gabriel said. “We’re gonna need all the firepower we can get.”
Suddenly everything changed. They were on a mission. Gabriel helped Pete locate the parts and tools they needed in the shop while Jodi took the ATV back to the plane to assess their supplies. They used the four-wheeler to cart supplies back and forth to the Albatross. They saved the T.I.G. welder for last. The thing ran off its own portable generator, and it was so heavy that it was built right onto a trailer. Unfortunately, as they reached the plane, something happened to the ATV.  It rolled to a stop a few feet from the plane and would not move. Jodi gunned the engine, but the machine stood motionless.
“The clutch is fried,” said Pete. “Either that or the transmission’s busted. Reeves won’t be happy about that.” Then he corrected himself. “He wouldn’t have been happy.” 
That was depressing, but they got on with their work and tried to forget about it. They had to stay focused if they were going to save Julia. Just as Julia had recently said, there would be time to mourn later. For now, there was work to be done.
When Jodi saw Gabriel and Pete taking a saw to the body of the Albatross, she decided she didn’t want any part of it. She peeked at the plans Gabriel had drawn, but it looked like a bunch of scribbling with arrows pointing to a lunch box. Then, when they fired up the welder and sparks began to fly, she’d seen enough.
“I’m gonna walk back to the house and make some sandwiches,” she announced. They didn’t seem to hear her over the roar of the generator and the loud buzzing of the grinder. It didn’t matter, she just wanted to get away before the inevitable explosion.
A couple hours later, they were all relaxing in the shade under the Albatross, munching on Jodi’s PB&J’s. They were either really good or the boys were starved, because they each had two and then began woefully searching the empty bag. “I’ll make more,” she promised. “But first we need to talk. It’s about the inventory I took.” She unfolded a scrap of paper and read it aloud, listing out all the supplies that they had left. The list sounded woefully inadequate. 
“Four magazines of ammo?” Gabriel said. “Three EGGs? That’s not enough. That can’t be everything.”
“It is,” Jodi assured him. “Between what they took out of the armory, and what we lost in Canada, we’re pretty screwed.”
“That won’t even get you close,” Pete said. “There’s an endless supply of shadow creatures.”
“We know,” said Gabriel. “We saw them last night. Victor must have been pulling them through for weeks. We’d need a whole army to fight them all off.”
“So what are we gonna do?” said Jodi. “We can’t just walk up to them and demand Julia back.”
“There is one other option,” Pete said. “Mr. Oglesby’s lab at the school…”
“The lab!” Jodi interrupted. “Of course.”
Gabriel stared at them questioningly. All he’d seen in Mr. Oglesby’s office was telescopes. Those, and the contraption on his wall. 
“He always stored a few extra things,” Pete said. “Outmoded devices that he liked to keep around, and prototypes. That sort of thing. We designed a second-generation EGG that he said would be ready soon, too. Maybe he’ll have a few done already. Cross your fingers, because you’re going to need as many as you can get.”
It sounded like too much to hope for, and Gabriel was pessimistic. “So we don’t even know what’s there?” he said. “It could be nothing. And how are we going to get there? Take a bus? Hi, bus driver, can I bring my grenade or does that have to be stowed?”
“Take my motorcycle,” said Pete. “You won’t be able to haul much, but its fast and it won’t attract too much attention.” 
“Sounds good,” said Jodi. 
Gabriel suspected Jodi went along with the plan because she wanted to drive the bike. His suspicions were soon confirmed. A short while later he found himself hanging on for dear life as Jodi negotiated the dirt bike along the Old River Roa d at speeds that were almost certainly illegal. If the speed wasn’t, the wheelies and jumps were definitely illegal. 
For the most part they stayed low, cruising down the dry runoff ditches, unless they came to a turnoff or driveway. Then Jodi gunned it and they went flying. And Gabriel started praying. 
At the edge of town, they abandoned the road and cut through the woods along the railroad tracks. Gabriel had been thinking they would go around Shadow Falls and cut back through the rural properties near the school, but Jodi seemed to be headed directly into the heart of town. 
“Where are we going?” He said through the COM radio in his helmet, “I’m not sure we should ride this thing through town.”
“We are, though,” Jodi said slyly. “Relax. I’m gonna stick with the railroad tracks. They go right by the school, and they’re lined with sound barriers most of the way so nobody will even see us.” Well, she had a plan. He had to give her that much. Now if she could just get them there without killing them. For a while, he thought they might make it.
Gabriel noticed that the sky had grown dark and he glanced up at the threatening thunderheads. He was surprised because it had been such a beautiful day up until that point. “Was it supposed to rain?” he said.
“Not sure,” Jodi’s voice buzzed in his helmet. She sounded a little concerned as well. “Keep an eye out.”
Gabriel knew exactly what she meant.
They were flying down the tracks through the old business district when a dark spot in the corner of Gabriel’s eye caught his attention. He turned to see a swarm of shadowy creatures bearing down upon them from behind. They looked a lot like pterodactyls, with long menacing beaks and sharp talons on the leading edge of their triangular shaped wings. They moved through the air like kites, and they seemed more to glide than actually fly. 
“Devourers!” Gabriel shouted. The Book of Shadows had said that they were used mostly for assassination purposes. They were fast and silent, and their claws and fangs were deadly weapons. They were particularly good at slicing throats, and they had a craving for human blood.
Jodi twisted around to see them and shook her head. “Now we know where the storm came from. This is not good.”
Gabriel leaned over, searching the road ahead for a place they could lose the creatures. It appeared that their luck had run out. Just two blocks ahead, the sound barriers gave way to wide open city. The railroad tracks cut straight through Main Street. Traffic filled the busy street, and dozens of pedestrians strolled along the sidewalk.
“How did you plan on getting across that?” he shouted into the intercom.
Jodi glanced back at the devourers, and then towards the crowded street. “I was going to push the bike across. Can’t do that now. Hang on.” There was something final in the way she said it, as if she were accepting her fate. Gabriel hoped that fate wasn’t death. Jodi throttled the engine and popped another wheelie. He held on for dear life as the bike roared down the tracks towards certain doom.
“We’re gonna die,” he mumbled. 
“No we’re not!” Jodi shouted. “But we’re probably going to jail for a long time.” 
Then, they ran out of track. The bike plowed up the edge of the culvert and shot into the air. Gabriel felt a strange sensation in his gut as he looked down and saw pedestrians and cars passing below. He saw faces turned upward, disbelieving. Then he looked up and saw the bus headed straight for them.
“We’re going to die,” he whispered again.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 31
 
 
 
“What should we do with her?”
“Lock her up. We don’t need her right now, but she might still be useful.”
Julia opened her eyes. She blinked, but her vision wouldn’t come into focus. The shadowfriends had drugged her and the effects hadn’t worn off completely. She recognized their voices, though. The first was an overweight balding man in his early forties. He was a shadowfriend, but he didn’t seem to have much of a future. Stupid was a qualification and he had it in spades, but laziness was an offense even among the Shadow. The imbecile would probably be Shadow food within a year. Julia smiled weakly at the thought. It was small consolation, but it helped. 
The second voice was that of the young man named Victor, the boy with the whip. The one who Gabriel had knocked out in a single punch. Strangely enough, Victor seemed to be the one in charge, though the boy was still a teen. If only Gabriel were here to punch him again. If only Gabriel were still alive. Even that seemed too much to hope. 
Heavy hands caught her around the shoulders and dragged her out of the room, and then down a long flight of stairs. She counted them as they went, counted every step as her feet thudded from one to the next. Seven, eight nine… She saw flashes of light and tracers across her vision, like laser beams in a tunnel. Her eyes were of no use.
They paused at a landing and then it began again. One, two three… until they reached a long hallway at the bottom of the stairs. The man readjusted his load and began dragging her down the hall. Julia listened intently to the sound of his echoing footsteps, hoping she might somehow be able to find her way back. That was unlikely, considering the fact that she had already forgotten how many steps there were. 
The shadowfriend paused to open a door, and Julia heard the jingling of keys and the rattle of the lock. The hinges creaked open. A second later, she felt herself lifted into the air. He tossed her inside the room like a sack of potatoes. Julia felt a distant, dull pain shooting through her limbs as she tumbled down the stone stairs and landed roughly on the cold earth floor. There was just enough sensation to make her worry about what she might find broken when the drugs wore off. The door slammed above her and footsteps faded in the distance.
Julia lay there for a while, panting and waiting for the room to quit spinning. The dirt beneath her smelled rank, but it was cool and that was something. Not only that, but her body felt so heavy. Perhaps if she took a short nap…
 
 
The sounds seemed distant at first, almost ghostly. Julia didn’t open her eyes but listened intently as the murmur became whispers, and whispers became voices. She heard scurrying, shuffling sounds that came closer, and the voices became clear. They were children’s voices. “Is she dead?” “She’s not dead, she’s asleep.” “No, she’s not, I saw her move. Look, her foot! I just saw it again.”
When she opened her eyes, the light hurt, though it was little more than starlight. She blinked and her blurry vision gradually cleared. Small shadowy figures leaned over her. Dirty angel faces, peering down. She started to rise, and there was a universal gasp among them. They went scurrying back into the corners, leaving her alone at the foot of the staircase. 
Julia pushed herself unsteadily to her knees and took an assessment of her damage. “Nothing broken,” she muttered. “At least I don’t think so. Just some bruises.” She felt shaky, but that was probably an after effect of whatever drug they had used on her. 
Pale silver light streamed in through a single barred window high on the wall. Moonlight. She checked her watch. “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” she said. The watch said it was four P.M. Either it was broken or she was now somewhere on the other side of the world. If that were the case, she could be anywhere from Japan to India, or even as far North as Mongolia. It was impossible to tell.
 She turned her attention back to the present. The only obvious exits were the window -impossible to reach and likely impossible for her to fit through, not to mention the bone-crunching drop on the other side- and the door, which appeared to be made of heavy oak boards reinforced with iron bands. She might be able to pick the lock if the light was a bit better, assuming she could find or fabricate the tools required. She scanned the darkness, and barely made out the small shapes huddled against the walls. 
“Hello,” Julia said softly, uncertainly. Even with her brain fogged up from the drugs, Julia knew that this could be some sort of elaborate trick. This might not even be real. The room, the children, even the drugging could all be in her mind. That was the sort of thing the Shadowlords specialized in.
Of course, there wouldn’t have been much use. Julia didn’t have any secrets left that were worth knowing. D.A.S. had crumbled like the Roman Empire. Worse still, it had happened on her watch. She didn’t bear the sole responsibility, but it sure felt like it. 
The children shuffled at the sound of her voice, but none came forward. They were still assessing her, trying to judge her as friend or foe. “I won’t hurt you. I just want to be your friend. I don’t suppose you kids know a way out of here? No, I didn’t think so.”
“Mother?” said a voice. It was a young girl, probably about nine. Julia squinted as the child came a few steps closer.
“No sweetie, I’m not your mother, I’m just a friend. I’ll help you find her though, I promise. Okay?” The child came closer. Her dirt-smudged face was streaked with tearstains, her long blonde hair ratty and filthy with neglect. Even so, she was all innocence and wonder, and it almost made Julia cry. “Your dress is torn,” she said. “You poor thing.” The dress wasn’t torn, it was a rag. She couldn’t imagine what was holding the thing together. Once they got out of there, Julia was taking those children straight to the mall.
“Are there any grown-ups here?” Julia said. 
The girl shook her head. “Just them,” she replied. “Are you one of them?”
“Them? You mean the shadowfriends. No, dear. I’m their prisoner, just like you.”
“Thought so,” the girl replied. “You don’t look like them. And you’re nice. How come they put you in here?”
“I’m not sure,” Julia said. It was true. She had expected them to torture and kill her. The fact that they hadn’t made her even more suspicious. The Shadow was becoming more devious every day. “You’d think a high-ranking D.A.S. official would at least rate a bit of torture.”
The child stared, wide-eyed and uncomprehending. “Sorry,” Julia said. “Bad joke. Let’s start over. My name is Julia. What’s your name?” 
“Crystal.”
 


 
 
 
Chapter 32
 
 
 
Flannigan Oglesby was rudely awakened by a bird pecking at his face. The obnoxious little creature barely moved as he stirred. When he tried to wave it away, the avian skittered out of reach for a moment and then immediately went back to work. Flannigan angrily snatched it up in his fist and tossed the thing aside, but it caught wind and alighted onto a nearby branch. It glowered at him from the safety of the tree and began squawking about the miscarriage of justice. 
Flannigan glared at the creature for a moment, and then reached for the handiest thing to throw at it. It was a leg. A caribou leg. He cringed as he realized what it was, and tossed the thing aside. His head swam with murky nightmarish visions. There wasn’t much to make sense of, just half-remembered images. The thrill of the hunt, the chase. Before that, running and chasing; nipping at the heels of creatures that stank with the taint of the Shadow. 
And then, this place. A cool, mossy clearing. A safe place to roll in the kill, chasing off the filthy scents of man and Shadow. Then he remembered. 
Flannigan remembered seeing Gabriel and Jodi disappear into the darkness with shadow creatures hot on their trail. He vaguely remembered Julia, overwhelmed by shadowfriends and creatures alike as she was taken to the ground. He felt sick as he realized what had happened. They’d walked right into a trap. The Shadow had been one step ahead of them since it all began. He hardly dared hope any of the others were still alive. 
Flannigan rose to his feet and followed the scent of his own trail down the mountainside. He abandoned the cursed cane on the branch where it hung. He only wished it were that easy to escape.
Mr. Oglesby had his pants, thank goodness, but that was it. No shirt, no shoes. He didn’t stand a chance of getting inside a supermarket. He laughed at the thought, but promptly forgot the joke as he stepped on a thorn. From then on Flannigan chose his path as carefully as he could. It seemed there wasn’t a safe spot to place his feet on the entire mountainside. If it wasn’t thorns, it was rocks. If not rocks, then he was tramping though slushy patches of freezing snow. His only comfort was that the cold was pleasantly numbing.
The soles of his feet were bleeding by the time he got off the mountain, but Flannigan staggered on. Now at least he had his bearings. He’d seen the lake to the North, and he knew that the lodge was located in the hills nearby. It was just a matter of putting one foot in front of the other.
Thoughts ran fleetingly through his head about what he would do when he arrived. He’d have to figure out where Julia had gone, that was his first priority. If memory served, she’d had a tracking implant installed a few years earlier. Pete would know how to find her, assuming the shadowfriends hadn’t caught him as well. 
 
It was after midnight when Oglesby stumbled through the doorway of the lodge. The place was wide open, with a few lights shining through the broken windows and a small snowdrift just inside the doorway. The furnishings were demolished. The couch was overturned, the end tables smashed, and pieces of glass lay scattered across the floor like landmines. Flannigan tiptoed his way across the room, stopping halfway to the kitchen to drop into a lounger –one of the only intact pieces of furniture left- and rest his bloody feet. 
When he woke, it was early afternoon. 
“You old fool!” he shouted. “You stupid, old fool! How could you sleep at a time like this?”
He rose to his feet and let out a yelp when they touched the ground. He’d forgotten how badly the hike had damaged them. He didn’t even notice his cane hanging from the armrest as he swallowed the pain and lurched into the kitchen, snatching up the phone. 
He almost cried with joy when he heard an actual dial tone. “Thank goodness for small miracles,” he mumbled as he dialed. As he waited on the line, he began poking through the fridge for some meat. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 33
 
 
 
For one strange, surrealistic moment, Gabriel stared straight into the eyes of the city transit driver. They were so close that Gabriel could have reached out and tapped the windshield. The man’s eyes bulged as he saw the children appear inches away from his bus on a flying motorcycle. He slammed on the brakes. Gabriel heard the squealing tires and felt a windshield wiper brush across his leg.
The rear end of the motorcycle jolted as the tire scraped along the corner of the bus. Then, amazingly, it was over. The motorcycle shot passed the bus and into the alley beyond. They touched down on the far side of the street, and Jodi let out a triumphant cry. The landing was was a little awkward, but Jodi easily righted the bike. 
Gabriel glanced over his shoulder. Main Street was chaos. He heard a cacophony of screeching brakes and people shouting. Strangely, the devourers were nowhere in sight. 
“Hey, are you guys okay?” Pete’s voice came through the Com a few seconds later. 
“Yeah, we’re almost to the school,” said Jodi. “What’s up?”
“What a relief! The police scanners are all buzzing about some kind of accident downtown. They said that a flock of birds ran into a bus and almost caused an accident. They also said something about two kids on a motorcycle.”
“Are they looking for us?” said Jodi. 
“Doesn’t sound like it at this point. They’re trying to make sense out of it all. The whole thing seems pretty confused.” 
“Good,” said Jodi. “Let us know if you hear anything else.”
“Will do, you guys be careful!” There was a moment of static as the channel cleared and then the radio went silent. 
Jodi guided the dirt bike through a couple of alleys and then crossed a quiet side street that skirted the school grounds. They parked in the empty teachers’ lot and then raced across the campus at full tilt towards the library. 
They were halfway there when Jodi stopped short. “Wait!” she said breathlessly. She pointed at the basketball court next to the building. Gabriel followed her gaze to a small group of kids skateboarding around the area. His heart sank as he recognized them.
“The Death Squad,” he muttered. “What now?” The library doors were directly adjacent to the basketball courts. There was no way to get in without being seen.
“We could create some kind of distraction,” Jodi said. “Maybe if we made a fire?”
“And burn the whole school down?” Gabriel said. “I thought we were trying to avoid going to jail. What about breaking a window on the far side?”
“Negative,” said Jodi. “The school’s got alarms.”
“I guess that’s it then,” Gabriel said. He started walking towards the library.
“What are you doing? You think we’re just gonna walk right past them?”
“Unless you’ve got a better idea,” said Gabriel. 
Jodi rolled her eyes. “They’re gonna kick our butts.”
“Probably. When they’re done, we’ll go in.”
“You’re crazy,” said Jodi. 
Gabriel tried to remind himself that the last thing he wanted was a fight. There wasn’t enough time for it. Julia’s life was hanging in the balance. Everything hinged on them getting in and out as fast as possible. 
Unfortunately, the Death Squad wasn’t going to make it easy. Gabriel grimaced as a couple of the kids noticed them, and they all began talking in low voices. Here we go, he thought.
They were a few yards from the front door when the Death Squad moved, placing themselves right in the children’s path. “Well if it isn’t ninja-boy and his sidekick,” said Robby. The other kids chuckled as they surrounded Gabriel and Jodi. 
“Just ignore Robby,” Jodi said. “He’s a jerk.” 
Gabriel tried to walk past them, but two skateboarders closed the path. They sneered, daring him to do something about it. “You two aren’t being very nice,” Robby said mockingly. “And here I was just trying to talk with you.” 
“We’re in kind of a hurry,” said Jodi.
“I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to Gabriel.”
“Maybe later,” Gabriel said. “We have kind of an emergency, and…” 
“I think now is better,” Robby interrupted. “You see Gabriel, I’ve got a propa… propo…”
“Proposition,” one of the skateboarders said. Apparently, at least one of them could read.
“Right, one of those,” said Robby. “Here’s what I’m thinkin’: You see, the Death Squad’s a pretty tight little gang, but we could use somebody with your skills. I gotta admit, for a kid you can really kick some butt. You’re a stiff but you really fight like a tiger. In fact, if you teach us some of that kung-fu stuff, we won’t beat ya up anymore. And since the rest of us will be going on to high school next year, we’re gonna need somebody here to represent.”
“Ha!” Jodi shouted. “First of all Gabriel’s way too classy to join up with you thugs. Second, he doesn’t need you! Gabriel could kick all your butts if he wanted to. I think you’re just scared.”
Gabriel cringed. Was she trying to start a fight? “Look, we’re kind of in the middle of something right now,” he said. “Can we please talk about this later?”
Robby looked him up and down. “You’re kinda chicken aren’t ya? Maybe we should just kick your butt right now to prove we’re serious.” He started advancing on Gabriel, and the Death Squad closed in. 
Gabriel lowered his stance, ready to leap into action. At that moment, a dark shadow passed overhead. Gabriel heard the sound of leathery wings and a chill went down his spine. He glanced at the sky. The devourers were back. They had spotted the children, and they were circling in for the kill. He shot Jodi a look.
“Devourers,” she mumbled.
“What the crap?” Robby shouted. He stumbled backwards in disbelief. He tripped over his own skateboard and landed on his rump, but he was too terrified to be humiliated. 
One of the devourers let out a bloodcurdling shriek and made a beeline for the group of children. The Death Squad broke, scattering across the campus, all else forgotten as the devourers closed in on them. Jodi took advantage of the moment. She whipped out a lock-pick and began fumbling with the door. 
“Hold them off!” she shouted. 
Gabriel scanned the area for something –anything- to use as a weapon. He hadn’t even thought to bring along some protection. That might have been a fatal mistake. There was nothing. Not so much as a stray stick or a small rock.
He glanced back at the devourers and realized they had changed course. They were now pursuing the Death Squad! A laugh escaped his lips as he saw two of the bullies fighting to get into the same garbage can. Robby and the rest of the kids were hiding under the picnic tables. They didn’t appear to be in any real danger, in fact they were doing a pretty good job of fending off the devourers. 
“Got it!” Jodi said. She turned to see what Gabriel was snickering at and burst into laughter. “Serves ‘em right,” she said. “We better hurry before those devourers figure out they’ve got the wrong kids.” 
They charged into the library and Jodi deactivated the alarm. They raced upstairs to the lab. There was a security panel on the door, but Jodi knew the code. “Sometimes Flannigan’s late for class,” she explained, “so he gave me the combination.” She punched in the numbers and the door clicked open. “Check the cabinets,” she said. “That’s where he stores everything.”
Gabriel rushed over to the cabinets and then paused. “Uh, they’re all locked.”
Jodi groaned. There were four, and she had to manually pick each lock. It was a tedious process, but worth the effort. They found several cases of R9-11 ammo, another rocket launcher (this time with four-rocket capability, and extra rockets in a duffle bag), and twenty-seven EGGs. These were second-generation EGGs, about half the size of the first batch, and hopefully even more powerful. 
“Is that it?” Gabriel asked. He was doing his best to shove it all into their backpacks. The rockets were giving him trouble. The tips stuck out of the top of their packs and there was nothing he could do to cover them.
“Yup.Lets hit the road.”
When they exited, the devourers were gone, along with the Death Squad. “Think they’re okay?” Gabriel asked.
“I’m sure they’re fine. The devourers would know that they had the wrong kids as soon as they touched them. They’re probably backtracking right now to figure out where they lost us.” 
“Is there another way back to the mansion?” Gabriel said. “We don’t want to run into them.”
“Hang on…” Jodi called up Pete on the radio. “Hey Pete, can you run a CARJAK search? I need to know if Redwood Road is clear.”
“Sure, just give me minute.”
“What’s CARJAK?” said Gabriel.
“It’s a tracking system they put on cars to keep them from getting stolen. If the car is reported missing, they dial up the CARJAK number and a satellite tells the cops right where it is.”
“And how does that help us?”
“Because they also put it on police cars.”
“Oh.”
“They use a special encryption to keep people from tracking the cops, but Pete knows how to get around it.”
“Doesn’t sound like very good technology,” said Gabriel.
“Oh it is, it’s state of the art. But security –any kind of security- is really just a means of slowing people down. If a person is determined enough, they’ll always find a way around it. Reeves always used to say: You’re safest when the alarm is going off, because then you know you’ve got trouble. It’s when everything’s quiet that you should be worrying.”
“Smart guy,” said Gabriel.
“I know. I miss him.”
“You’re clear,” Pete suddenly said over the radio. “Take the Fifth Street Bridge and go right on Kennedy. Go now!”
Jodi kicked the engine over and the bike roared to life. “We’re already gone!” she said. 
Pete’s directions were dead on. They didn’t see a single police cruiser on the road, and only saw a handful of cars. Once they arrived back at the estate, they drove straight to the Albatross to unload their gear. Pete wasn’t there. 
“He must still be back at the house,” Jodi said. “Let’s go get him and get this plane ready to go.”
The mansion was quiet and dark inside when they arrived. “He’s probably in the basement,” Jodi said. “I bet he’s still watching out for cops and doesn’t even realize we’re back.” 
They went to the library and stepped into the elevator. When Gabriel stepped out, he expected to see Pete sitting at one of the consoles. Instead, the place was abandoned. 
“Pete are you down here?” he called out. A shuffling sound came from one of the adjoining rooms and Pete appeared in the doorway. His eyes were downcast, his face sullen. 
“Hey guys,” he said softly.
“There you are,” said Jodi. “Pete we got all the stuff. It’s at the plane. We saw some devourers and we were worried that… What’s the matter Pete?”
Pete took a few steps into the room, and a dark figure appeared behind him. It was a man with a gun. A tall, stocky man with dark hair and a dangerous look in his eyes. The man was John Reeves. 
“Sorry guys,” said Pete. “He just walked right in.”
“Reeves, you’re alive!” Jodi said. “Oh my God. What’s happened Reeves? What’s wrong?” Reeves smiled wickedly and shoved Pete to the ground. He raised his arm and leveled a gun at Gabriel.
“Reeves?” said Gabriel. “We thought you were dead. What’s wrong?” Gabriel’s mind raced as he scanned the room for any possible escape. There were plenty of things to use as weapons, but it was hard to move faster than a bullet. He started talking, trying to stall. 
“The dragon didn’t kill you, it took you somewhere, didn’t it?” he said. That much was obvious, but he was trying to buy time. If he could just get Reeves to talk. “It took you to the Shadowlords, didn’t it?”
Jodi gasped as she put it all together. “Reeves, don’t do this. Don’t you remember us?”
Reeves smiled grimly as he pulled the trigger and shot Gabriel in the center of his chest. 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 34
 
 
 
Julia woke the next morning with a narrow beam of sunlight kissing her face. She was seated on a bench with her back against the wall, and more than a dozen children huddled around her. They slept on the bench leaning up against her, on the floor crowded against her legs, and even under the bench. This, she presumed, was how they survived the cold winter nights in this place. She cringed to think of how long they had been surviving in this manner.
The room didn’t look any better in the daylight than it had in the dark. The walls were bare stone blocks, the floor was dirt, and the only piece of furniture was the bench upon which she sat. Water dripped from an old pipe near the far wall; this was where the children got their drinking water. When they were thirsty, they would stomp through the mud to catch the raining drops with cupped hands. Of course, their hands were always dirty, and the water was always murky. The fact that they had survived this long was a miracle.
 A shuffling sound at the door distracted Julia from her thoughts and roused the children from their slumber. Julia watched in fascination as they rose from their places and went to sit cross-legged in perfect rows at the base of the stairs. They stared at the door as it swung open, and two armed guards stepped inside carrying tin pails. The guards dumped the pails over on the steps, spilling out an assortment of crusty bread rolls, vegetable trimmings, and other leftovers. When they were finished, they exited the room and dead-bolted the door from the outside. 
“Table scraps?” Julia said angrily. “That’s what they feed you?” The children didn’t respond. Instead, they gathered up the scraps and formed a circle on the ground. They placed all the food in the center of the circle. 
“You take some first, Julia,” said Crystal. “You didn’t eat yesterday. And don’t forget to take some meat.”
“You didn’t eat either, Crystal,” said one of the others. Crystal shushed him. “Use your manners,” she said. “Stick to the rules.” She gave Julia an expectant look. 
“Oh, I couldn’t,” Julia said. “Believe me, I ate plenty before I got here. I’m just fine.” It wasn’t exactly the truth, of course, but Julia wasn’t about to take food from those poor children. Her heart ached, watching them divvy up the portions like that, and the anger inside her welled up. Someone was going to pay for this. 
She watched in anguish as the children divided their portions and ate them, to the last scrap. Crystal got the end of a carrot and half of a rock-hard dinner roll. After they were finished, the children formed small groups. Some of them went to play in the mud, building sandcastles and buildings, and forming it into small animals and people that they could play with. Of course, as the mud dried, the inventions crumbled. Then the children recycled the mud and replaced them with new ones. 
Some of the other children grouped up to tell stories and sing. During the course of the day, Julia observed them creating plays. They pretended to be knights and princesses, and they saved their kingdom by defeating a terrifying dragon. 
She also observed two other interesting things.
The first occurred early, probably about nine A.M. The dungeon had brightened up considerably, and Julia took advantage of the light by searching for a means of escape. Any weakness in the building’s structure could be utilized, if she could only find it. A crack in a stone could become an opening, or the smallest piece of wire might allow her to pick the lock. 
In the midst of her search, Julia glanced at the bench upon which she had slept. “Oh!” she said suddenly. 
Crystal was instantly at her side. “Are you okay?”
Julia smiled warmly. “Yes dear, I just noticed something. Did you know that that bench really isn’t a bench at all?” Crystal shook her head. “Well, it’s true. It’s an altar, where people used to pray to their ancestors. Do you know what this means? I think we’re in china.” The realization of course, was of no assistance at the moment. 
The second discovery came later in the day, when a five-year-old named Lisa approached her. “My dress ripped again,” she complained. “Can you fix it for me?”
Julia examined the sleeve and found that the thread had broken at the shoulder seam. “If I had a needle I could,” she said. “Unfortunately there’s not much we can do right now.” The child turned away, but Julia still had the fabric pinched between her fingers, and it ripped further. “Oh dear,” she said. “I’m sorry… what’s this?” Julia saw a strange scarring on the girls shoulder as the material pulled away. 
“It’s my birthmark,” Lisa explained. 
“How interesting! May I see it?” The girl happily complied, pulling her sleeve all the way up. What Julia saw sent her mind reeling. The girl had the exact same birthmark as Gabriel.
“Wanna see mine?” Crystal said, already pulling up her own sleeve. It was the same.
“You too?” Julia was aghast. “You both have this mark?”
“We all do,” said Crystal. “It’s ‘cause we’re friends.” Suddenly all the children were rushing to Julia’s side, ripping off their shirts and pulling up their sleeves to proudly display the mark. Some of them were on their chests, some on their shoulders, but they were all virtually identical to Gabriel’s mark. Julia felt the sudden urge to sit down. What could be the meaning of it, these children coming into the world all at once, each bearing the same mark? There was something going on here, something that she could only barely grasp. 
She recalled an old argument with Reeves. Was it the work of God that saved the world over and over? Was it divine intervention that maintained the balance between light and dark? Reeves didn’t think so, but Julia wasn’t so sure. Good and evil were real. These children arriving now, with the mark, just as D.A.S. had been destroyed… it was too much coincidence. She wished Reeves were still alive to be skeptical for her. He’d have a good, logical explanation for it all. 
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Gabriel heard Jodi scream as Reeves pulled the trigger and three rounds instantaneously struck him in the center of his chest. He stumbled back in shock, reaching for the wound as he fell. He slammed into the elevator doors and dropped to the floor. It was a moment frozen in time, and his eyes fell on his horror-stricken companions. 
Gabriel was dying. They all knew it, including himself. 
The strange thing was, although his chest did hurt a bit, he didn’t feel like he was dying at all. It was more like he’d been slapped or stung by a bee. In fact it didn’t even hurt that much. Not only that, but the liquid on his chest was cool. Blood wasn’t cool. His blood should be hot, coming out of his chest like that.
Gabriel glanced down and didn’t see any blood at all. He saw a thick, milky liquid on his chest, and then noticed a light mist surrounding him. “Unbelievable,” he muttered breathlessly. He blinked, still in shock. Reeves had shot him with R9-11! He’d forgotten to switch out his ammo.
Reeves watched with a quizzical look on his face as Gabriel stood upright and, strangely, didn’t die. He looked Gabriel up and down and then looked at the impotent weapon in his hand. Suddenly Jodi and Pete were laughing, and Gabriel couldn’t help but join them. The situation was so crazy that it was comical. 
The moment of elation didn’t last, though. Reeves tossed the gun aside and rushed Gabriel. He leapt into a flying jump kick.  Gabriel twisted aside just in time, and the older man shot past him like a missile. Reeves’ boot missed Gabriel’s face by an inch. 
Gabriel vaulted backwards across the room, putting himself between Pete and Jodi. “I’ll hold him off,” he said. “You two think of something.” 
That was all he had time for. Reeves was back, and he went on the attack. The movements were so fast that Gabriel could barely see them. As the blows rained down, all Gabriel could do was let his instincts take over. He twisted, blocked, and kicked; he spun around and then leapt into the air. Anything to deflect or avoid those blows. If Reeves landed a solid punch, Gabriel knew he’d be in trouble.
Though he was holding his own for the moment, Gabriel realized he was fighting an impossible battle. According to what Reeves had taught him, Gabriel should be running for dear life. Reeves was a grizzled veteran with more experience, and superior strength and training. He was also ready and able to kill. Gabriel was just a kid who’d been trained by shadowfriends as an assassin.
Even if Gabriel had the opportunity to do what he was trained to do, he couldn’t. Whatever was wrong with Reeves, it wouldn’t justify killing him. But Gabriel couldn’t run either. He couldn’t leave his friends behind, and he certainly couldn’t give Reeves another chance to kill him. For now, he gave everything he had just to come to a stalemate. 
In the background, Pete and Jodi bounced from room to room, looking for something to use as a weapon. As the moments ticked by, Gabriel grew increasingly concerned. Reeves swung at him and Gabriel deflected the blow, in turn delivering a kick to Reeves’ midsection. It was a good shot and Gabriel cringed, hoping he hadn’t hurt his friend. 
Reeves had no such restraint. He took the blow and rolled with it, turned sideways and delivered a solid punch to Gabriel’s jaw. Gabriel saw stars. He fell back, reeling from the blow. Reeves could have taken him right there, but then something happened. 
Reeves was about to go for the kill when a rectangular metal object appeared out of nowhere and struck him in the chest. It was quickly followed by another, which glanced off his shoulder. He took a step back and raised his hands to ward off the flying objects. Gabriel spun around to see Jodi and Pete standing behind him with an armload of computer hard drives. 
“Its all there was,” Pete said apologetically.
Gabriel nodded. It wasn’t the solution he’d hoped for, but at least it gave him a moment to pull himself together. That was, until Reeves started throwing them back. Pete and Jodi dove for cover in one of the adjoining rooms as a hail of hard drives came flying at them. The children safely avoided the assault, but several hard drives hit the wall so hard they stuck. 
Strangely, Reeves didn’t throw any of them at Gabriel. He was so preoccupied with the others that he seemed to have forgotten Gabriel was even there. Whatever the Shadowlords had done to Reeves’ brain, it hadn’t left him thinking very clearly. He continued throwing hard drives until he had used them up. Then Reeves remembered why he was there. 
They met in the middle of the room, circling each other like hungry wolves. Reeves leapt, Gabriel spun and blocked, then countered with a kick at Reeves’ knee. Reeves fended off the blow and took a swing that went wide of its mark. Gabriel’s response was a glancing blow across Reeves’ forehead. It went on like this for a while, until they were both dripping with sweat and breathing heavily, but neither gave an inch of ground. And then everything changed. 
It may have been a lucky strike, or it may have been a dirty trick. It happened so fast that Gabriel couldn’t tell. He struck, blocked, and struck again, just as he had been, and suddenly he found an opening. Reeves’ guard was down for just a moment, giving Gabriel a shot at an uppercut to the jaw… a possible knockout blow! 
However, Gabriel had to overextend his reach in order to land the punch, and it was just enough that when Reeves hit his ankle, Gabriel went down like a bag of bricks. Instantly, Reeves was upon him. 
The elder man’s weight crushed Gabriel down to the floor. His hands closed around Gabriel’s neck. Gabriel struggled against Reeves’ vice-like grip, but it was futile. He didn’t have the strength to counter the veteran warrior. 
Reeves flinched as the hard drives came flying at him again. Unfortunately, neither Pete nor Jodi seemed to be very accurate with their makeshift weapons. Not a single one struck Reeves anywhere near his head, which was the only place they were going to do any significant damage. In a few more moments, Gabriel would be dead and Reeves could calmly take care of the others. 
Gabriel thrashed around, kicking and punching for all he was worth, but he just couldn’t land a decent blow. Reeves was too big, too powerful, and his reach was too great. Gabriel clawed at the hands, trying to pry them off or push them away, but Reeves’ muscles were like steel bands. He even tried to strike Reeves’ elbows, hoping to collapse them. Nothing worked. Reeves shrugged off everything that Gabriel threw at him. The edges of Gabriel’s vision darkened, and he saw spots swimming before his eyes.
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Gabriel’s heart pounded in his ears as consciousness slipped away. He threw one last punch at Reeves’ face, a last desperate attempt, and came up short. But as this happened, something caught his eye. It was a glint of light, a reflection off the face of… his watch! And suddenly Gabriel remembered his present from Jodi. It was a tazer-watch, a weapon lovingly handcrafted by the best self-defense company in the world. At least, that’s what the manual had claimed. 
Gabriel aimed the watch at Reeves’ chest and then slammed his fist down on its face. There was a little ‘pop’ and two probes appeared in Reeves’ chest. Half a million volts shot through the veteran’s body, and then into Gabriel’s. 
Reeves’ fists clenched and unclenched and his body convulsed as electricity coursed through him. He lost his grip and tumbled to the ground, shaking and frothing at the mouth. It was all Gabriel could do to roll away. He lay there panting, his heart beating triple time. Then he blacked out. 
When Gabriel returned to consciousness, Pete and Jodi were hanging over him. They appeared to be deciding if he needed CPR. Neither of them seemed to be very anxious to do it, and Gabriel wondered if he should be offended. 
“I’m okay,” he said. “You’re off the hook.” They both cheered. Gabriel rolled onto his stomach and crawled to his knees. “Where’s Reeves?”
“Right next to you,” said Pete. “He’s out like a light!”
“Good. We better get him tied up.”
“I’ll get some rope,” Jodi said. 
“Wait!” said Pete. “There are some pretty powerful sedatives in the first aid kit. Why don’t we just knock him out for a day or two?”
Gabriel stared at him, incredulous. “WHY DIDN’T YOU USE THAT BEFORE?”
Pete looked sheepish. “Sorry. Didn’t think of that.”
Gabriel made it to his feet and noticed the two wires dangling from his watch. “Guess it’s a one-time thing,” he said. 
Jodi smiled. “Guess so. I’ll get you another for Christmas.”
“Thanks.” Gabriel would never look at a watch the same way again. That clever little device had saved his life. Maybe all of their lives. 
“I think those things are gonna be mandatory for all field agents from now on,” Pete said. The phone started ringing and Pete walked to a nearby desk. He hit the speakerphone button. “Hello?”
“Pete, is that you? Thank goodness! All heck broke loose up here. Julia’s been taken.” It was Mr. Oglesby, and he sounded half-delirious. 
“I know,” Pete said. “Gabriel and Jodi are here with me.”
“Oh, thank goodness!” He sounded so relieved he might pass out. Pete asked where he was and what had happened, and Mr. Oglesby related the story of escaping and finding his way back down the mountainside. However, he left out the ‘wolf’ part. When Jodi and Gabriel told him about it later, Pete refused to believe. He thought they were trying to play a joke on him.
“Will you be okay at the Lodge for a while?” Pete said. “Gabriel and Jodi should be leaving within the next twenty-four hours, and they could swing by and pick you up.”
“Certainly, I’ll be just fine,” said Mr. Oglesby. “One thing, though. Could you bring me some clothes?” Pete’s eyebrows shot up, but he agreed to the request.
“Well I guess we’d better get those mods finished on the plane,” Pete said after hanging up. You two will be heading out to China in the morning.”
“China?” Jodi echoed. “That’s where she is?”
“The signal stopped moving a few hours ago. I think it’s safe to say so.”
“If we know where she is, we need to go now,” said Gabriel.
“The plane is almost done, it’ll be ready to go in a couple hours,” said Pete. “But you two need some rest. You’ve both gone for two days without sleep.” 
“We’ll sleep on the way,” Gabriel said. “We’ll take turns.”
“It’s a fourteen hour flight,” Jodi added. “That’s plenty of time for us both to get caught up on sleep.”
“All right then,” Pete said. “But I want constant radio contact with whoever’s flying. I want one of you awake at all times.”
“Yes, mother,” said Jodi. 
Pete turned to look at Reeves’ limp form lying on the floor. “What are we gonna do with him?”
“We should take him,” said Gabriel. 
“Are you crazy?” said Jodi. “If he wakes up in the air we’ll be going straight into the Pacific!”
“We’ll tie him up,” said Gabriel. “Besides, Mr. Oglesby should be able to de-program him. He did it for me.”
“I hate to say it,” said Pete, “but you guys are gonna need all the help you can get.” 
That settled it. They manhandled Reeves’ body upstairs and got him loaded onto the hay-cart with only a few bruises. “We’ll just tell him he got that from the fight,” Pete joked after knocking Reeves’ head into a doorway. They tied the cart up to Pete’s motorcycle and carefully towed it across the estate. A short while later, they had Reeves loaded onto the plane and securely tied into a seat.
They got right to work. As Pete had promised, two hours later they were ready to go. Gabriel had just finished packing up the welder when Jodi returned from the house carrying a bag of clothes for Mr. Oglesby, and a picnic basket full of food.
“I’m tired of starving,” she explained. “If I don’t start eating regularly my growth will be stunted!”
“I thought it already was,” Pete teased. 
Naturally, Jodi responded by punching him in the arm and then chasing him in circles around the plane. Gabriel watched them with a thin smile, but his mind was elsewhere. According to Pete, Julia was being held in a castle in China, an ancient structure called the Celestial Palace, which was located somewhere in the mountains east of Xi’an. Other than that, the facts were sparse. 
Pete said the castle was located next to a large lake that looked like it might accommodate the Albatross, but he still wasn’t sure about the depth of the water. The surrounding area was all countryside, probably some sort of national park or historical preserve. This was just the sort of place where one might expect to find the Shadowfriends setting up their lair. It was a natural fortress, easily defended and well isolated from the general populace. It didn’t sound like it was going to be easy to get into. Gabriel just hoped Mr. Oglesby could fix Reeves, because they were going to need the man’s expertise. 
“What’s up?” Jodi said. Gabriel hadn’t even noticed her approaching him. 
“Just thinking. I wish I had more information about this place.”
“Don’t worry, Pete will get it. By the time we get there, you’ll know the place inside and out. Besides, you used to live there, right? You must remember something.”
“It’s all pretty hazy,” said Gabriel. “I remember a lot of dark rooms and hallways. I didn’t get to go outside much. There was a training area that I remember, probably just outside the castle. I remember every obstacle and every target, but other than that my memories just aren’t there.”
“It’ll be okay,” Jodi said. She put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll find her.”
Gabriel nodded and managed a weak smile. He didn’t know how she could be so confident, but it did make him feel a bit better. If there was one thing Jodi was good for, it was confidence. He just prayed he could live up to her hopes. 
“All set,” Pete said. “Before you go, I’ve got a present for you.”
“A present?” Gabriel said. 
“Yeah, in the plane. Come on!”
Gabriel and Jodi followed him inside, exchanging a look. Neither of them knew what this was about. When they got inside, Pete took them to the instrument panel in the cockpit. “First things first. This is your control panel. The red button arms the rockets, the yellow button arms the grenades, the green buttons fire. You can cycle through single shot and multiple shot modes, and there is a laser targeting system for the rockets, which is controlled by this joystick…” He went on for a few minutes, going through a detailed explanation of how to use all the modifications that they had installed, and what to do if anything went wrong. Finally, he seemed to be finished. Either that or he was just catching his breath. 
“So, about this surprise?” Gabriel reminded. 
“Oh yeah.Right here.” Pete opened a compartment on the NAV console and pulled out two objects that appeared to be sword handles. He handed them to Gabriel and Jodi. “Careful guys, don’t point those at me. See the button there on the guard? Its hidden so its kind of hard to see. Look for the outline… Yeah, push it.”
Gabriel located his, and gave it a light touch. A segmented steel blade burst out of the handle. Suddenly it was a full-length sword. “Whoa! How did you do that?” 
Jodi’s blade popped out and she squealed with delight. “Awesome! Super-cool, Pete!”
“It’s a combination of springs, magnets, and gears,” Pete said. “Actually it’s a pretty simple device. After all, it had to be durable enough for field use. Plus I didn’t want you to be relying on batteries…”
“So we can actually fight with these?” Gabriel said. 
“Of course. The metal is impregnated with a microscopic layer of stabilized R9-11. It’s so thin you can’t see it, but it’ll do the job. You can fight humans and take on shadowkind, too.”
“Thanks,” Gabriel said. “When did you make these?”
“When you were flying back from Canada. Your story about using the swords gave me this idea. Now you have a multi-purpose weapon that you can always carry with you. If you get caught with it, nobody’s gonna arrest you for having a sword handle. It may be hard to explain, but it’s much better than a kid with a rocket launcher.”
They thanked him again, and then Pete returned to the mansion. Five minutes later the engines were warm and the Albatross was ready for flight. “Ready?” said Jodi.
“Let’s do it.”
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Mr. Oglesby dangled his pocket watch in front of Reeves face, and the agent’s eyes swung back and forth, following the movements. “Good, very good. I want you to visualize a stairway. You’re walking down the stairs, and it’s a long way to the bottom…”
When it was over, Mr. Oglesby said it had been the easiest hypnosis session he’d ever had. It probably helped that Reeves was still under the influence of the sedatives Pete had given him. Because of this, Mr. Oglesby gave Reeves the hypnotic suggestion to sleep deeply for a few hours while the drugs wore off.
“I still can’t believe he shot me,” Gabriel said as Jodi covered Reeves with a wool blanket. 
“Actually that’s not entirely bad,” said Mr. Oglesby. 
Gabriel stared, confounded. “That’s not BAD? He SHOT me!”
Mr. Oglesby chuckled. “What I mean is, it’s not bad because he shot you with the wrong ammo. Do you think Reeves would ever use the wrong ammunition?”
Gabriel thought about it and realized Mr. Oglesby was right. Reeves was not the kind of man to make a mistake like that. “I guess he was kind of confused.”
“Maybe. On the other hand, maybe it means that the Shadowlords didn’t entirely break him. Maybe he gave in to them just enough to let them think they had.” 
“I guess they can’t really get control of you unless you let them,” Gabriel said. “They spent years trying to make me do stuff, but I wouldn’t.”
“Interesting,” said Mr. Oglesby. “When things get back to usual, I have a friend who may want to interview you. His name is Phineas.”
A bell sounded in Gabriel’s head. “Phineas Frump, the writer? The guy who wrote the Book of Shadows?”
“The very same. I have a feeling that your experiences with Shadowlords would prove invaluable to his research.”
“Well, all of this is fascinating,” said Jodi, “but I think I’d better get the plane off autopilot before we run into a mountain. You two have a nice chat.”
As she left, Gabriel noticed Mr. Oglesby’s cane hanging from his seat, and he couldn’t help himself. He had to ask. “So what was that thing that you did in Canada? Are you a werewolf?”
Mr. Oglesby looked him over for a few seconds, deciding what to say. “I suppose I should tell you the whole story. It only really makes sense that way…
“It began in the winter of 1945, the year the war ended. I was seventeen years old. I’d already been fighting for two years, because I lied about my age to get into the English Army. I was traveling with an Allied caravan through the Black Forest, bringing much needed supplies to the troops. We didn’t know it yet, but Russia was about to take Berlin and we were only weeks away from victory. All we knew is that we had been struggling with severe casualties and depleted supplies for months, and the world was depending on us to get through.
“Nazis ambushed us in the forest, discharging several bombs they’d buried in the snow. I was one of the lucky few who survived the initial attack. The truck I was riding in overturned and caught fire. I managed to get free of the wreckage, but I had a broken leg. I started crawling into the woods looking for shelter. A bullet struck me in the back, right between my ribs, and I was sure that was the end of me. I remember the sounds of machine gun fire and screams as I lost consciousness.
“I woke to the smell of venison stew. I was in bed, in a small cottage. An old German man had found me on the side of the road and brought me to his home. He said something in German that I didn’t understand, and he fed me. I was starved. I had been unconscious for days. I devoured the food. When I looked up to ask for more, he was gone. I never saw him again. The only thing he left was that cane, which was hanging at the foot of the bed.
“I spent a few days there, getting back to health. Winter was over by then and most of the snow had melted. I started taking short walks in the woods, trying to build my strength up. It was out there under the trees, that I first realized something had changed. I found that I could smell the woodland creatures before I could see them. I knew where a rabbit or squirrel was hiding, even if I hadn’t seen it. I could track animals by their scent. And then the full moon came.”
“And you turned into a wolf?” Gabriel said.
“Yes, though I didn’t know it at the time. I woke up in the woods, lying next to a deer carcass. I had killed it, and eaten a good portion of the beast.”
“Gross.”
“You have no idea. But believe it or not, I got used to it.”
“So what does it have to do with the cane? Is it possessed or something?”
“I wouldn’t say that. My suspicion is that the cane carries the curse, and that whoever takes it, inherits the curse. There’s no doubt in my mind that the old man gave it to me to save my life. If it hadn’t been for the transformation, I’m certain my wounds would have killed me. Perhaps he was ready to pass it on anyway. The years do begin to wear you down.”
“After you realized what had happened, what did you do then?”
“I got on with my life. I reported to the army and found out they’d believed I was dead. Of course, by that time, the war was over and they sent me on my way with an honorable discharge. I returned to England and became a dockworker, loading freight on ships bound to the U.S. It was during that time, that I discovered the Shadow.”
“What happened?”
“Well, I spent a lot of time wandering the streets of London during those days. I had a nose for trouble, as it were, and I was pretty good at finding people in need and helping them.”
“You mean as a wolf?”
“At times. I learned that with discipline I could change at will, or partially change. Believe me, a man with a wolf’s head is more than enough to scare a couple thugs out of an alley. But that’s beside the point. You see, because I walked around the city so much, I became very familiar with its smells. I found that different areas of town smelled differently. Not only that, but each family had their own smell. It is the combination of the individuals, the types of foods they eat, and the clothes they wear. It was quite intoxicating, learning to use my new powers. But then, one day, I smelled something wrong. It was something that should not have been, something not from our world.”
“A shadow creature?”
“Technically, it was a shadowfriend. He had the taint of the creatures all over him. I followed him to the law firm where he worked and discovered a lair. The wolf took control of me. I couldn’t help it. The scent of the Shadow drove the wolf mad. When I woke, they were all dead, and I was terrified. I packed my meager belongings and caught a boat to America, thinking I would put it all behind me. I was wrong. The Shadow was everywhere, even in those days.”
Gabriel thought about everything he’d heard. He tried to picture Mr. Oglesby as a teenager, and a thought occurred to him. He’d said he was seventeen when he found the cane, in 1945. “You’re over eighty years old?” Gabriel realized.
Oglesby chuckled. “It doesn’t seem possible does it?”
“So are you immortal?”
“Oh, goodness no. As you can see, I have clearly aged from the seventeen-year-old boy who found the cane. But I do seem to age more slowly. Most people presume I’m in my early sixties, or even late fifties. At this rate, I may very well make it past one hundred.”
“That’s amazing,” Gabriel said. His eyes were wide as he listened to the incredible story. “So the full moon really makes you change?”
“Not anymore. When I was a young wolf, with less control over myself, it happened every time. You see, I didn’t have the advantage of having a mentor. I had to figure everything out the hard way. Unfortunately, people died because of that. I don’t believe I ever killed any innocents -I’m sure they were all shadowfriends, thieves, or murderers. That sort of people have something different about them, something evil, and the wolf can sense this. The wolf hates evil.”
Gabriel thought about it a while, absorbing the whole story. Then he realized that Jodi and Pete knew nothing about any of this. He wondered if anyone else knew. “Does D.A.S. know about you?”
“D.A.S. the organization does not, however, Reeves and Julia have known ever since I met them.”
“When was that?”
“In the nineteen-seventies. They were both young then, finding their places in the world. I met Reeves first. He joined the military at the tail end of the Vietnam War. There was a lot of restructuring going on in those days, and they found use for a man with Reeves’ unique skills. He was drafted into a special unit called “Operation Red Dress.” They specialized in removing certain political targets, generally those who were engaging in different forms of genocide or terrorism. 
“It was while Reeves was doing this that he learned about the Shadow. If you get close to any mad dictators, you’ll understand. The Shadow’s influence can be subtle, but in many cases, it’s not. When Reeves realized that shadowkind existed, he contacted his old friend Phineas Frump. 
“Phineas is one of the smartest men you’ll ever meet. He helped design most of the equipment we use to fight the Shadow. He’s the one who’s responsible for re-discovering R-9, and for getting our hands on it. Phineas also recruited someone, a wealthy adventurer by the name of Alfred Winschfield. Alfred had a strong sense of right and wrong, so it wasn’t hard to get him on board. And he had very deep pockets. His father was a wealthy immigrant who started one of the first New York publishing houses. That was most helpful in the early days of D.A.S.”
“So how did they meet you?” Gabriel said.
“Well, with Reeves on the case, it was just a matter of time. I was hunting shadowkind, and so was he. We shared a mutual target, an ambassador from a nation that I won’t mention, except to say that they weren’t one of our allies in those days. It was a messy crime scene, with a U.S. assassin and a werewolf trying to take out one target. But needless to say, we worked things out.”
“And Julia? How did you meet her?”
“That was about a year later. Reeves and I were chasing down a lead in New York City. Our informant told us that the target was going to a Broadway show, so we made sure to be there. The shadowfriend didn’t show, but Julia did. She was an up and coming star. If she hadn’t met Alfred, she probably would have been famous. 
“When Alfred saw her up on the stage, he forgot everything else. He courted her for weeks, bringing her extravagant gifts and taking her to the finest restaurants. He begged her to come to California with him, but at first, she refused. It was only after she learned what he really was that she agreed to marry him. You see, Julia wasn’t about to marry a man just because he was good-looking or rich. But when she found out that he was a man with a purpose, a man trying to save the world, she couldn’t say no. She fell in love with him. Then, at the turn of the century, Alfred went missing in South Africa. They spent two years looking for him before Julia would accept that he was dead. It crushed her, but she’s a strong woman.
“At that point, she decided that she needed to keep supporting D.A.S. It became her life. She divided her inheritance up, using a portion to maintain our D.A.S. operations, and the rest to support numerous charities. She manages a wide variety of stocks and business holdings to maintain a flow of income. To this day, her only regret is that she never had children. That’s why she gives so much money to organizations that help orphans and impoverished children.”
Gabriel settled back into his seat, his mind whirring with visions of what it must have been like in those days. Reeves had been an assassin. That explained a lot. And then there was the part about Julia. She’d given up a promising career as an actress to marry a man who fought the Shadow. A man who died. Flannigan’s story explained a lot about her, especially the part about how she’d always wanted to have a family. No wonder she had been so accepting of Gabriel. No wonder the shadowfriends had sent him as an assassin. They knew she wouldn’t turn him away.
Gabriel drifted off to sleep with these thoughts rattling through his brain, and guilt gnawing at his insides.
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Hours later, the sound of voices roused him and Gabriel opened his eyes to find Reeves standing in the cockpit doorway. He was telling Jodi to get some sleep, but she seemed reluctant. “You’ve been through a lot Reeves, you should be resting,” she said.
“Reeves!” Gabriel jumped up and went to greet him. Reeves shook his hand with a steel grip. Apparently, the experience hadn’t taken too much out of him. 
“Good to see you, kiddo,” Reeves said, patting him on the back. “Haven’t been making too much trouble while I was out of it, I hope.”
“Of course he has,” said Jodi. Gabriel shot her a dirty look. 
“I’m sorry things got so messed up,” Gabriel said. 
“Things went bad, I can’t argue that,” said Reeves, “but its not your fault. Somehow, they got the drop on us. It just goes to show, if you get too confident, you’re bound to get put in your place sooner or later.”
“Actually…” Jodi said. “There are a few things I need to tell you.” She proceeded to describe the situation with her mother, about how the shadowfriends had tricked her, and about how she’d disarmed the security system. “That’s not what they told me would happen,” she said. “I thought they were just going to take the hard drives. Nobody was supposed to get hurt.”
Reeves thought about it for a moment. “The fault is partly my own,” he said, “because I should have been training you to look out for that sort of thing. The Shadow can be quite devious, and I should have been more conscious of the dangers. That being said, you made a big mistake Jodi. Shadowfriends are bad people. They are not to be trusted under any circumstance. They have no morals or ethics, and they don’t care about anyone but themselves. They don’t believe in good or bad the way that we do. If you make a deal with a person like that, you’ve got no one to blame but yourself.”
“I know,” Jodi said. “I understand that now.”
“Good. Take care to remember it. And next time you’re not certain about what you should do, get some advice. All of us at D.A.S. are a team, any one of us would have been willing to help you, regardless of the problem. Don’t try to take on something like that by yourself. If you’d asked someone for help, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”
“I understand,” Jodi said. She looked like she wanted to crawl under a seat. “I promise, I’ll never do anything like that again.”
Reeves gave her a warm smile. “We all make mistakes; it’s one of the ways we learn. You’ve already taken responsibility for your mistake, which is usually the hardest part. Now you’re taking action to correct the mistake. In my mind, that’s the end of it. Now go get some sleep.”
Jodi looked like a huge weight had been taken off her shoulders. A smile crept over her face and she gave Reeves a huge hug. “I’m sorry,” she said. 
“Forget it, kiddo. I’ve done worse. Gabriel, wanna be my co-pilot for a few hours?” 
“Sure.” 
 
During the flight, Reeves and Gabriel filled each other in on the missing details of their adventures. Reeves recounted his story of having the dragon knock him from the plane. It caught him in mid-air as he plummeted towards the ocean. “I was sure I was dead,” he said. “I hadn’t even grabbed a parachute. How’s that for stupid? Next thing I know, the dragon swoops out of the clouds and grabs me, literally seconds before I hit the water. It dropped me on the deck of a luxury yacht owned by the Shadow.
“The shadowfriends loosened me up with batons and brass knuckles for a while, but I gave ‘em a run for their money,” he laughed. “Their dentist is gonna be busy.” After several hours of being beaten, a Shadowlord went to work on him, and Reeves didn’t remember any more. 
Gabriel started his story at the same place. He described how they’d managed to kill the dragon and then land on the lakebed. Then he detailed the attack on D.A.S., and the Canada trip where everything fell apart. 
“Julia shouldn’t have done that,” Reeves said. “D.A.S. Canada hasn’t been anything but a fraternity house for years. The original agent retired and left the place in the charge of his ‘protégé’, which is business-speak for nephew. The Shadowfriends probably walked in there and cleaned house without even drawing a weapon.
“The only good thing about all this, is that we know the Shadow is pretty clueless about our activities. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have bothered.” 
“So what do you think about our plan?”
Reeves took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Well, I won’t lie to you, it’s gonna be tough. There’s nothing ideal about this situation. That doesn’t mean we can’t pull it off, but I’ll feel better about the whole thing if Pete comes through with those building schematics. Then at least we’ll have an idea of what we’re getting into.
“Speaking of Pete, I like the changes you’ve made with the plane. I’m not thrilled about her hull being cut open, but you boys did a nice job on the TIG welding. If those grenade launchers work, I might have to recruit you and Pete as engineers. Which reminds me, what kind of equipment did you bring?”
Gabriel went to the closet and brought out all the gear. They had a rocket launcher with four rockets, and he explained that they had outfitted the Albatross with almost a dozen more. They also had several backpacks, each containing a compass, one survival knife, and an EGG (second generation). 
Gabriel pulled out the sword that Pete had made and showed it to Reeves. “A sword handle?” Reeves said. “What do you plan on doing with that?”
“Abracadabra!” Gabriel said. He pressed the hidden button, and the blade appeared almost instantly. “Pete made this out of some stuff he found in the armory. It’s got R9-11 embedded in the steel, so we can use it against humans and Shadowkind. Now we don’t have to shoot anything!”
“I like shooting things,” said Reeves. He emphasized the point by ramming a freshly loaded magazine into one of his .45’s, and then holstered it. “What else have we got?”
“Well, actually that’s about it.” 
Reeves looked grim but he kept his thoughts to himself. He went back to the closet and brought out several TAC jackets. “These are bulletproof,” he explained. “It’ll stop a .44, but it’ll hurt. Try to avoid getting shot, that’s always best. The cord on the front releases an emergency chute… a parachute. It’s supposed to open automatically at one thousand feet, but keep your fingers on it, just in case.”
“We’re jumping then?” said Gabriel. 
“Unless you’ve got a better idea, yes, we’re jumping. We need to drop those grenades after we’re all in place, which means we need the plane up here when we’re down there.”
“So who’s gonna fly the plane?” 
Reeves glanced at Mr. Oglesby. “He is.”
Gabriel looked at the old man. He had the chair reclined horizontally as far as it would go. He slept on his side, with one arm dangling out of the seat, and spittle dribbling from the edge of his mouth. One of his legs kicked as if he were dreaming about chasing a rabbit. Gabriel glanced back at Reeves uncertainly. Everything was going to count on those grenades going off at the right time. If there was a hole in the plan, it sure seemed like this was it. Mr. Oglesby was going to fly the plane? Gabriel didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. 
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“Fifteen minutes!” Jodi shouted from the cockpit.
“Oglesby, you’re on,” Reeves said. 
Mr. Oglesby stepped into the cockpit and Jodi turned over control of the plane. “I guess I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. He turned on the COM. “You there Pete?”
“Absolutely! I’ll be right there with you the whole time.”
Thank goodness for that, Gabriel thought. He exchanged a glance with Jodi and saw in her eyes that she was thinking the same thing. 
“Go silent,” Reeves commanded. In response, Mr. Oglesby throttled the plane back to minimal RPM’s and dimmed the lights. “I want all COM sets on at all times, and an open channel except when communication is absolutely necessary. Gabriel, your orders?”
“I drop into the foothills northwest of the castle and make my way to the main grounds. I use a flare gun to launch three flash-bang grenades through the upper story windows at precisely 10:15. You two will do yours at the same time, and then Mr. Oglesby will drop the EGGs on the palace grounds, just as everyone is evacuating the palace. When I see the lights, I go through the nearest ground floor entrance on the north side.”
“Good,” said Reeves. “Jodi?”
“Same as him,” she said, “except that I’ll be coming in from the south, close to the lake. And you’ll come in from the east.”
“Good. Nobody is to go near the main entrance, do you understand? We want them to have a clear exit. This plan hinges on us scaring the heck out of them, and if we don’t leave an escape route, things will get ugly in a hurry.”
“Affirmative,” said Jodi. Gabriel nodded. He had to admit it was a solid plan –at least based upon what they had to work with- but there were plenty of things that could go wrong. Like the EGGs not working. Since the second generation hadn’t actually been tested yet, there was no guarantee the things even worked. If that happened, they were going to be in a world of trouble. 
Gabriel’s stomach knotted up as they approached the hatch, and the reality of the situation suddenly seemed inescapable. He was about to jump out of a plane wearing a parachute that may or may not actually open. If he survived, he was going to go infiltrate an enemy base to rescue a hostage in an extremely hostile environment -though it was entirely possible that the hostage had already been killed. It was also possible that Julia had been brainwashed and would try to kill him as soon as he found her.
Reeves opened the hatch and pushed Jodi out. She shouted, “Woo-hoo!” as she vanished into the darkness. Gabriel stepped up, and saw the jeweled sky arcing across the dim horizon; the mountains and the ocean below were black as ink. The wind whipped at his face and sucked the breath from his lungs, and he shouted, “This is crazy!” Then Reeves’ hands pushed him from behind, and the universe seemed to open up and swallow him. 
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The roar of the engines quickly faded in the distance, leaving only the sound of air rushing past Gabriel’s ears. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the vast black expanse of forests and mountains that was China. Not all was black though. Cities lay scattered across the land, thousands of twinkling lights that mirrored the sky above, and even skyscrapers lurched out of the darkness.
The streets of Xi’an swarmed with cars, their glowing lights shooting back and forth like tiny red laser beams that left tracers in Gabriel’s eyes. The sight was surreal, and indescribably beautiful. Gabriel was sure the city couldn’t have been half as beautiful in the daylight. 
He wondered for a moment at all of those lights. He wondered about the people in the cars, rushing so quickly from one place to another. There were families in those cars. Mothers and fathers returning home from work, or perhaps headed out for the evening. In the buildings, families were making dinner and watching television and reading books. It seemed that each light out there had a story, and he wanted to watch them forever, to have some part in their lives. If he could never have a real family of his own, maybe that would be enough, just to watch. 
The moment passed all too quickly, and the silence was broken as Reeves voice came over the COM. “Three thousand feet,” he said. “Pull your chutes in… three… two… ONE!” Gabriel yanked on the cord and heard the fabric unwinding behind him. A split second later, the chute caught the wind, and he bounced as the lines went taught. 
“Everyone okay?” Reeves said. 
“Affirmative,” Jodi replied. 
“I’m good,” said Gabriel. 
“Excellent. Now for step two. Check your GPS. It’s the watch built into the jacket sleeve. Just pull back the cover and touch the face.” Gabriel did as he was instructed, and he saw a green compass with a red dot just north of center. Next to the compass, there was a display of longitude and latitude. That wasn’t much help to Gabriel since he’d never studied navigation.
“The red dot is the castle,” Reeves said. “Try to get as close as you can, and look out for the landing positions we talked about earlier. If you run into trouble, let me know immediately. Otherwise, I want radio silence for the next fifteen minutes.”
 Gabriel’s time in the air passed too quickly, and before he knew it, he was hurtling towards a field outside the castle grounds. Fortunately, his landing was quite soft. He hoped the others had had similar good luck. 
He rolled up the chute and stashed it next to the fence at the edge of the field. Armed with a pair of night vision sunglasses and his GPS, he headed for the castle. He had to stop twice to wait for pedestrians who just happened to be walking near the castle grounds. It was unlikely that they had anything to do with the Shadow, but it wasn’t worth the risk of allowing himself to be seen. He hid behind a tree the first time, and a tall shrub the second. 
Outside the castle wall, he found a guard dog on patrol. Fortunately, he was prepared. A tranquilizer dart from his collapsible blowgun did the job just fine. He waited a moment to be sure the dog was out and then crept cautiously up to the wall, past the dog’s slumbering body. 
Scaling the wall proved a simple task. The ancient stonework was full of cracks and holes that he could use for handholds, and Gabriel was up and over in seconds. He dropped to the ground on the other side and found a hiding spot behind some bushes. Around the corner to his left, he saw the training grounds. 
Skeletal practice dummies rose up out of the ground, casting odd shadows in the moonlight. They looked like scarecrows. There was an obstacle course there, too. Gabriel clearly remembered climbing the walls and running across those poles. He could cross that obstacle course with his eyes closed. He saw himself there, training, fighting, taking in everything they taught him. 
At the time, Gabriel had told himself one day he would use his skills against them. He would take the training they had forced on him, and become their worst nightmare. Tonight was that night. 
His head swam with so many memories that Gabriel couldn’t process them all. He remembered the guards, the beatings, the other children. He could remember starving; constant relentless hunger. 
What about before? He thought. Why can’t I remember how I got here?
Gabriel shook off the memories and forced himself back to the present. The Celestial Palace stood before him, a once majestic citadel that was now little more than a crumbling ruin. The castle was collapsing beneath its own weight. It was huge, probably ten times the size of Julia’s mansion, and it rose twelve stories high. The tiered roofs and sweeping upturned eves must have once been elegant and breathtakingly beautiful, but now chips and cracks marred the faded paint and wooden beams rotted beneath. It seemed like a good hard wind might blow the thing right over. 
Gabriel shook his head, dismayed by the Shadow’s lack of respect. Such a place should be preserved, not destroyed. It was just a thing to them, just a means to an end. Just like everything. The Shadow valued nothing except power.
He touched the intercom button on his radio. “I’m in place, Reeves,” he whispered. 
“Ditto,” Jodi said a few seconds later. 
“Excellent,” said Reeves. “Oglesby, what’s your situation?”
“If Pete’s calculations are correct, I’ll be there in three minutes,” Mr. Oglesby said. 
“Alright,” said Reeves. “Everybody loaded?” 
“Yeah,” said Gabriel.
“Ready,” said Jodi.
“Okay. Three, two, one, FIRE!”
Gabriel took aim and fired through the highest window he could see. There was a hissing sound as the grenade shot through the air, followed by the sound of breaking glass. Gabriel heard shouting inside the castle, and then the grenade exploded. It let off a loud boom followed by several seconds of bright, strobing lights. If anyone in that room had their eyes open, they were gonna be blind for the next twenty minutes or so. They wouldn’t be hearing very well either. After all, that was the whole point of a flash-bang grenade. It was virtually harmless, but it was devastating to the senses. 
Gabriel saw the other grenades going off and he quickly reloaded. This time he aimed for the sixth level, to encourage the escapees to get downstairs and outside faster. By the time his third grenade went off, people –and things- were flooding out the front entrance. 
Gabriel dropped the flare gun and raced over to a nearby window. It was closed and locked, but the room inside appeared to be empty. He smashed the glass with the hilt of his sword and carefully climbed inside. As he scrambled through the window trying to avoid the broken glass, the Albatross went roaring through the sky overhead. 
Gabriel knelt down next to the window, and paused there for a second to watch Mr. Oglesby make his drop. Armed EGGs fell from the sky and scattered across the palace grounds. The shadow creatures didn’t stand a chance. Instantly, the EGGS began to explode. 
At that moment, Reeves cut the power and everything inside the building went black. So far, so good, Gabriel thought. If things continued to go according to plan, Mr. Oglesby would land the plane and be firing rockets to cover their escape within five minutes. Now all they had to do was find Julia.
“Group up,” Reeves shouted through the intercom. “Move towards the front of the building and meet me at the stairwell. We’ll make our way up as a team.”
“I don’t think she’ll be upstairs,” Gabriel said. “This place has a dungeon.” There was a moment of static silence as his companions digested that. 
“Fine,” said Reeves. “Gabriel, since you’re more familiar than the rest of us, you take the lead.”
“Affirmative,” Gabriel said. A laugh erupted from his throat as soon as he’d said it. “I’m starting to sound like Jodi.”
Gabriel put on his night vision goggles. He peered out into the hall and found it empty. Likewise, the rooms he passed along the way had all been abandoned. So far, it seemed that Reeves’ plan was working perfectly. Even shadowkind were eager to abandon their fortress once they thought it was no longer safe. 
Gabriel jogged down the hall, turned the corner, and ran straight into a guard. The man was enormous with a great rotund belly, and Gabriel rebounded like a rubber ball. The overweight and uncoordinated shadowfriend struggled for a moment to free his baton. Gabriel steadied himself as the guard took a wild swing at his head. 
Gabriel instinctively leaned away from the blow. He followed through, somersaulting backwards, and landed cat-like in the center of the hall. The man came at him, swinging madly. Gabriel leapt up the wall, bouncing from one side of the hall to the other as he climbed out of reach. The man cursed at him and called out, “Guards! Here!” 
Gabriel dropped, delivering a well-placed karate chop to the back of the man’s head. The man dropped to his knees and then fell forward, unconscious. Gabriel moved on.
He raced to the next corner and leaned cautiously around. The castle’s main hall was wall-to-wall shadowkind. The ones inside were pushing to get out, the ones outside pushing to get in. A battle had erupted at the doorway, and it was quickly spreading through the crowd. Gabriel guessed there must have been a hundred Shadow creatures inside the room. He counted at least ten humans scattered among them. 
As his eyes swept across the melee, he located the stairwell at the back of the room -the stairway that led to the dungeon. Getting there was going to be impossible. Gabriel had one EGG in his pack, the one that Reeves had told them to keep in case of emergency. He stepped back from the corner and knelt down on the floor. If anything would clear the room out, that would do it. He set the timer for one minute, and then twisted to peer around the corner again… and he looked straight into someone’s kneecaps. 
Gabriel staggered back as three large shadowfriends came around the corner. One kicked at him. Gabriel leapt aside and the EGG tumbled to the ground. As it landed, the power button struck the floor and the EGG deactivated. Gabriel silently cursed himself as it rolled harmlessly up to the wall. Now there was nothing between him and at least a hundred shadow creatures. 
More important, however, were the three burly men who were about to beat him into oblivion. Gabriel turned his attention back to them, and found himself staring down the barrel of a tazer gun. 
“On your knees, kid,” the man holding the weapon said. The other two drew batons and smiled wickedly. 
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Gabriel met them with a defiant glare. He pulled his sword from the pocket on his sleeve and clicked the button. The blade sprung out, and the men’s eyes widened. “Not today,” Gabriel said. 
The first man fired his tazer straight at Gabriel’s chest. Gabriel dropped into a back bend and the tazer probes sliced through the air, a fraction of an inch away from his face. They imbedded themselves in the wall. Gabriel dropped to his back. He kicked out as he landed, and there was a cracking sound as Gabriel’s boot struck the man’s knee. The guard dropped, screaming. 
Gabriel landed hard on the flat of his back. Before he could recover, the other two men rushed in with their batons and started swinging. Lying flat on his back, Gabriel was at a severe disadvantage. Somehow, he managed to parry their attacks with his sword, at least for the most part. It wasn’t long before both men were bleeding from cuts on their hands and forearms. Unfortunately, the hard stone floor was taking its toll. Gabriel’s movement was extremely limited and it hurt every time he had to dodge a blow or twist sideways. He had to think of a way to get out of there!
Then an opportunity presented itself. 
The two men were both about the same size and age, but one wore glasses and the other had long hair. The man with the glasses slipped as he took a swing, leaving his defenses wide open. Gabriel took advantage of the opportunity by opening a nasty cut across the man’s right hand. The baton clattered to the floor and Gabriel spun over onto his belly to make a run for it. 
He wasn’t fast enough. Just as he got to his knees, a boot slammed into his ribs. Gabriel dropped, gasping for air. Blows began raining down along his back and his legs. 
Then, suddenly, the man with the glasses dropped to the floor next to Gabriel. His glasses were broken, and he was unconscious. Gabriel realized that the blows had stopped. He slowly rose to his feet. When he turned around, he saw Reeves holding the last man by his ponytail. Reeves ran the man’s face solidly into the wall. The guard dropped next to his companion with a thump. Gabriel had an instant to give Reeves a smile, and then the shadow creatures were upon them. 
Gabriel felt talons and teeth raking across his skin. He felt the goggles torn from his head and the room went dark. He dropped to a kneeling position trying to protect his face. The EGG, he thought. It still had to be there somewhere. He tried to move but felt resistance all around, bodies pushing against him biting and tearing into his flesh. Gabriel ignored the pain and forced himself forward, towards the corner where he’d seen the EGG fall. 
Somewhere in the chaos, he heard Jodi screaming. His blood ran cold. A few more minutes of this and they’d all be dead. He scrambled forward, hands slapping the cold stone as he felt around in the darkness. It was there somewhere, it had to be. 
There was a whistling sound somewhere outside, followed by an explosion that shook the whole castle. Olgesby, Gabriel realized. He must be firing the rockets.
Then, totally by accident, Gabriel’s hand settled on the familiar shape of the EGG. He frantically located the button and pressed it, and the LEDs began to blink. 
With thirty-five seconds left on the timer, Gabriel decided to use the time to get as far into the room as possible, where it would do the most damage. He also realized that in doing so, he would not only bring attention to himself, but leave himself wide open to attack. As long as his effort saved his friends, Gabriel didn’t care. He was willing to make that sacrifice.
Another rocket exploded and Gabriel heard shattering glass. Thank you, Oglesby, he thought. He’d take any distraction he could get. It seemed like forever, but in truth only seconds had passed between the time that he found the EGG and when he heard the familiar beep. Gabriel rolled onto his back and tossed the EGG into the air. He threw his arms up over his face. The EGG erupted in an explosion of brilliant hues of purple and red. 
The shockwave hurt, to say the least. It knocked the breath out of him and left him wondering if he’d suffered internal injuries. He rolled over and lay flat on his stomach, trying to focus on relaxing his diaphragm. When he could breathe again, he opened his eyes and found the room nearly empty.
Four or five shadowfriends stumbled around in a daze. Reeves and Jodi were there. Jodi’s nose was bleeding. “Get to Julia,” Reeves called out. “I’ll take care of these guys. Hurry, we are OUT OF TIME!”
Gabriel gathered himself up and stumbled to the stairwell with Jodi at his heels. He glanced though one of the shattered windows and saw Mr. Oglesby out on the lake, standing on the roof of the Albatross, operating the rocket launcher manually. The elder man waved and Gabriel smiled weakly. The crazy old coot had really come through. Gabriel realized he’d underestimated the man again. 
Even with the adrenaline rushing through his veins, going down the stairs was painful. Gabriel’s legs hurt, his back hurt, even his bones seemed to hurt. He couldn’t feel the individual scratches and cuts on his back, but the entire area felt warm and slightly numb. He was pretty sure the warm feeling was blood. 
He ignored it all and pressed on, moving as quickly as he could without slipping and tumbling all the way down. At the bottom of the stairs, he lurched down the hallway and around the corner, right into the path of an oncoming guard. The man instantly attacked him.
Gabriel wasn’t prepared for the attack, but he managed a clumsy sidestep, tripping the man as he went by. The guard landed hard at Jodi’s feet just as she appeared at the bottom of the stairs. He let out a groan and started to push himself up, but Jodi kicked his arm out from under him and put her sword to his throat. 
“Got him,” she said. 
Gabriel raced over to the dungeon door. He released both of the deadbolts and reached for the handle, but a movement in the corner of his eye stopped him. He spun around as a Shadowlord appeared out of nowhere. Before Gabriel could move, the creature thrust out a gnarled and bony hand and caught Gabriel’s entire face in a death grip. The world vanished.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 42
 
 
 
Gabriel found himself standing in a pool of light. He sensed that he was in some sort of room, but it was impossible to tell more because of the inky darkness that surrounded him. There was something vaguely familiar about the place, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. I’ve been here before, he thought.
Of course you have, the Shadowlord replied. Gabriel’s heart thudded as he realized he wasn’t alone, and that the voice he’d heard was not spoken, but rather inside his head. It must have been some form of telepathic communication. 
The Shadowlord stepped into the light. He was wearing an old-fashioned suit from the early 1900’s. Between the suit and the deadly pallor of his skin, he looked like a vampire. Gabriel stifled the chill that ran down his spine.
Where are we?
He heard soft laughter. We’re in your mind, foolish child. Don’t you remember?
Yes, Gabriel realized. You’ve done this before.
Of course.Many, many times. The slightest hint of a smile played upon the Shadowlord’s lips, but it was twisted, just like Victor’s smile. Thoughts collided in Gabriel’s mind as he remembered the things the Shadowlord had done to him. Suddenly Gabriel remembered the creature’s name. You’re Azrael, Gabriel said in his thoughts.
You do remember, then? Good. Then you remember what I can do to you!
I’m not afraid of you…
You should be. The Shadowlord threw his hands in the air, palms facing each other, and a fireball appeared between them. He smiled wickedly, baring his sharp teeth, and the fireball shot towards Gabriel like a cannonball. It was so fast that all he saw was a streak of light. It struck him in the torso and Gabriel fell backwards into the darkness. 
Gabriel moaned as the burning sensation moved through his body. It was like fire in his veins, coursing through his limbs and branching out into his vital organs, until he screamed. The sensation reached his brain last, and Gabriel thrashed wildly on the floor, unable to stop it. 
You are a very, very foolish child,Azrael said.
Gabriel shook his head, trying to drive out the pain. You can’t do this! I’m not going to let you do this! The laughter that followed was hollow and mocking. Hatred surged up inside of Gabriel. He thought of Jodi and Julia, and of all the other children, the ones he had promised to save. They were all depending on him. They couldn’t fight the Shadow, they didn’t know how. It would destroy them. 
Strangely, though, Gabriel realized he did know how. He really could fight this. He needed something to stop the fire… He took a deep breath and visualized cold air entering into his lungs. It was like ice, filling him up and flowing out, mingling with the fire in his veins and destroying it. In a moment, the flames were gone, replaced by pale blue crystals of ice. The burning sensation disappeared.
Slowly, purposefully, Gabriel rose to his feet. His fear was gone, replaced by a simple, quiet calm. For once in his life, Gabriel was in control. There was no longer any sign of a smile on the Shadowlord’s face. 
That wasn’t nice, Gabriel thought.
Lightning arced down the creature’s arms and shot out towards him, crackling menacingly. Gabriel reached out with his mind, embracing the surge of energy, and brought it into himself. He absorbed it like a sponge, and directed the energy to start healing his wounds. He felt euphoria as the magic filled his senses, as if he had the power to do anything he could imagine. The lightning vanished, and the Shadowlord forcefully withdrew. Gabriel felt a surge of disappointment as the energy source disappeared. 
A sword appeared in the Shadowlord’s hand, a samurai sword with blue fire licking at the blade. Azrael smiled wickedly. He leaped forward with a broad overhead stroke. Gabriel took a step back. His mind flashed to his own sword, and he wished he had it there. Immediately, it appeared in his hand. Here, in his own mind, he had the power to make anything happen. He raised his weapon to fend off the Shadowlord’s attack.
Azrael snarled as Gabriel parried the heavy blow, and the creature’s sword crashed into the ground. A small earthquake followed, and Gabriel stumbled back. 
I’m going to kill you, the Shadowlord said. It’s going to be slow and it’s going to hurt worse than anything you could ever imagine. Azrael yanked his sword out of the ground. He stepped forward, hatred burning in his eyes, and brought his sword down in a crushing arc. 
Gabriel wasn’t sure how he did it, but somehow he managed to parry. He turned the attack aside and, with a well-placed kick, knocked the Shadowlord’s legs out from under him. The earth quaked as the Shadowlord hit the floor. Fire rose around them and lightning crackled overhead. Shadow creatures cluttered in the darkness around them, licking their lips and baring their fangs. Demonic forms fluttered back and forth, half-visible shapes flashing in the darkness and crawling through the flames. 
Gabriel shook his head. Quite a show, he said. You do an encore?
You’ll see, said the Shadowlord. He kicked his legs in the air and flipped back up to his feet. He rushed forward, attacking with wild, mighty swings. The blows rained down, furious and unrelenting, and Gabriel began to wonder if he had taken this too far. The Shadowlord had every advantage and he was using them. Gabriel on the other hand, had virtually no idea what he was doing. So far, he’d gotten lucky. Perhaps his luck was about to run out. It certainly felt like it, as he parried a blow that almost shook his sword out of his hands. 
Gabriel fought desperately as Azrael drove him back towards the fire. Flames licked at his back, searing his flesh. It took every bit of willpower he had not to scream. The lurking shadow creatures roared in ecstasy, eager for the meal the Shadowlord was preparing. 
A light shone in the monster’s eyes, for he knew he had won. A sinister smile twisted across his face as he brought his sword overhead for the killing blow. It came crashing down with the weight of a mountain. Gabriel, in a last ditch effort to save his life, stepped into the flames. 
The Shadowlord’s eyes widened as the blow went wide, and Gabriel willingly allowed the flames to consume him. The sword was buried in the floor, the handle vibrating so hard that Azrael had to release it.  
 
This sort of thing had never happened before. Had it? Suddenly Azrael realized that there was something vaguely familiar about all of this. His mind searched for the answer, reaching back through the aeons to the beginning of time. 
Men were like children then, naïve about the world in which they lived. Their technology was simple and crude, and their customs were bizarre. But there were some humans who were special, some who had a gift. These were the ones who’d driven back the Shadow in the very beginning. Those special few were like the Shadowlords, and yet different. They were equal and yet opposite. 
But that had been hundreds, no thousand of years ago. The shadow-warriors were banished, their kind exterminated long ago. They were either killed or forced into submission. Those who acceded were brought across and turned into Shadowlords. They were the only survivors. The rest were killed. Azrael had seen this with his own eyes. And yet here was this boy, wielding powers not seen in a thousand years. This could not be.

 
Gabriel felt the flames crawling over his skin and smelled the searing of his own flesh. Again, he brought cool air into his lungs, icy water that coursed through his veins. In a split second, the illusion was gone. The flames disappeared, the shadow creatures vaporized. Gabriel stood alone, facing the wide-eyed Shadowlord. Azrael’s face was a mask of confusion, and he looked upon Gabriel with new eyes.
Gabriel almost laughed as he saw the change come over the Shadowlord. Suddenly, he realized the creature was afraid. Azrael, the mighty Shadowlord, was afraid! Gabriel stepped forward and punched him in the face. He swung as hard as he could, and the sword still in his hand provided extra momentum and force. Azrael’s head fell back, and he dropped to the floor. 
“GET OUT OF MY MIND!” Gabriel shouted. He brought his sword down, punching it through the Shadowlord’s chest, and drove it into the ground beneath. The world shook, and Gabriel dropped to his knees. 
Screams echoed in the darkness around him, and fire began to consume the Shadowlord’s body. The flames grew higher and higher, devouring the creature and everything else, including Gabriel. Gabriel didn’t fight it. He let the vision go. It was over. Nothing else mattered now. They were safe. 
 
Gabriel opened his eyes, and found Jodi and Reeves staring at him in disbelief. On the floor at his feet, the Shadowlord’s body trembled for a moment, and then turned to dust. The whole castle shook with the force of an earthquake. 
Outside, a cloud appeared in the sky. It doubled and then tripled in size, until it filled the entire sky. Lightning bolts shot down from the heavens and thunder rolled across the land in waves. Then, instantly, the world became quiet. It began to rain.
Gabriel shifted uncomfortably as Jodi and Reeves stared at him in stunned fascination. “You killed him,” Reeves said. “That’s not possible.” It was as if, for the first time in his life, Reeves had seen something he couldn’t explain. His voice was almost fearful, if that were possible. Jodi looked at Gabriel like she didn’t know him. It was a strange, uncomfortable moment, and Gabriel didn’t like the feeling at all. 
“The others,” he said. “In that room.”
They all began to move at once.
 


 
 
 
Chapter 43
 
 
 
Victor stumbled as an explosion rocked the castle. Two more followed, in quick succession, and his guards vanished down the stairs. “GET BACK HERE!” he shouted, but they were already gone. A stampede of panicked shadow creatures filled the hallways, doing exactly what their subhuman intellect told them to do: flee for safety. Once they started moving like that, there was no stopping them. 
Victor shouted commands, ordering them to hold their posts, to take up arms, but his protests were ignored. He became so furious that he uncoiled his whip and started snapping off ears as the creatures ran by. They didn’t even seem to notice. He cursed and punched a hole in the wall. It was only rice paper and offered no resistance whatsoever. That made him even angrier. Whoever was responsible for this was going to pay. 
Of course, he already knew who that was. Gabriel. It couldn’t be anyone else. That brat seemed to have a gift for screwing up Victor’s plans, and the worse thing about it was that he was totally oblivious to it. Gabriel’s feeble mind was always rattling with questions of right and wrong, of loyalty and responsibility. The kid had no idea what real power was, or how to get it, and if he had it, he wouldn’t know what to do with it. And yet somehow, things just seemed to fall in place around him. Victor cursed himself for not killing Gabriel when he’d had the chance. 
In the back of his mind, Victor realized that this attack had been a total surprise. There had been no alarm, no warning. He had to wonder how that happened, with thirty shadowfriends and several hundred shadow creatures roaming the castle. Someone should have seen something. He shook his head at the stupidity. The downside of filling your ranks with self-serving morons was that they were never at their posts. They were always playing video games or watching TV when they should be working, always sleeping in late and missing the alarm clock. The slightest hiccup in their plans instantly degenerated into chaos, and when you needed them the most –at times like this- they were only worried about saving their own hides. 
Of course, someone like Victor had no choice. If he employed subordinates that had any intelligence, they might pose a threat. Someone like that might start looking to take his job. He couldn’t have that. It was a dog-eat-dog world, and Victor intended to be one of the big dogs. 
Victor pressed through the bodies, fought his way up the hall to the central staircase, and began climbing towards the roof. If none of these creatures were going to defend the castle, he certainly wasn’t going to go down with the ship. Let them stampede themselves right out onto the battlefield. He didn’t care. There would be another time, another battle, and he would find vengeance. For the moment, survival was key. 
Victor burst through the door to the upper floor and hit a series of switches on the wall. The floor opened and a small jet aircraft ascended into the center of the room. Overhead, two ceiling panels opened up, revealing a cold gray sky. Icy droplets of rain smacked his face as the wind whipped into the room. 
Victor ignored the cold and climbed into the cockpit of his VTOL. A moment later, the plane levitated out of the building and rocketed into the sky. Beneath him, Victor saw random explosions happening all over the castle grounds, and bursts of violet light that luminesced in the morning mist. R9-11, he thought. It wasn’t fog, it was R9-11.

Victor pulled out his satellite phone and dialed in a very special sequence of numbers. Twenty thousand feet below him, a light began to flash in the castle dungeon. He switched on his viewfinder and smiled, waiting for the explosion. He wasn’t disappointed. The mushroom cloud punched a hole through the clouds and scattered into the upper atmosphere. That was going to be hard for the Chinese government to explain. With any luck, they would blame Japan and retaliate. 
Victor loved to watch wars on TV. 
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They gathered on the first floor with an army of disheveled and frightened children, most of whom had not seen daylight in months. The children swarmed around Gabriel, greeting him with hugs and tears. “I knew you’d come back,” Crystal said. “We all missed you.” 
“I missed you too,” Gabriel said. His eyes watered up and he just barely managed not to start crying in front of everyone. Tears streamed freely down Julia’s face, especially after she realized that Reeves was there. When she saw him, her jaw dropped, and she rushed over to hug him.
Reeves returned the gesture somewhat stiffly, and then stepped back. He cast a stern glance across the group. “Thirteen,” he said after a minute, “and four adults. Jodi, I want a head count when we’re in the plane. Lead the way. Everyone else on guard.”
“Can’t we give them a minute?” Julia said. “There must be some food around here somewhere.” 
“No,” Reeves said flatly. “Plane. Now.”
The four adults Reeves mentioned were the only surviving D.A.S. members that they had found. They were in varying states of disrepair, all suffering from starvation, and one of them looked like he may be headed for a mental institution. Some things the Shadowlords did could not be undone. 
The group shuffled out of the building and across the grounds, making their way in the predawn light towards the lake. As they walked, Gabriel noted the intensity on Reeves’ face. The man kept glancing around as if he expected a lion to come running out of the woods. Maybe he did. Gabriel couldn’t guess what had Reeves so nervous, but he had to respect the man’s instincts and experience. If Reeves thought there was something to be worried about, there probably was. The thought raised the hairs on the back of his neck, and suddenly Gabriel felt very alert himself. 
Fortunately, they made it to the plane unmolested, and were airborne in less than a minute. Reeves took the pilot’s seat and wound the engines up as tight as they would go. He pushed the Albatross up to three hundred knots. The Albatross wasn’t even supposed to be able to go that fast. 
The plane shook violently as it climbed. Between that and the sharp vertical attitude, it was nearly impossible to get into the seats. After buckling the younger children in, everyone else gathered at the back of the cabin and grabbed whatever they could find to stay on their feet.
Then, ten thousand feet below them, the Celestial Palace exploded. The shockwave shook the Albatross and knocked the air out from under its wings. For a moment, they went into free fall. 
Everyone and everything in the cabin drifted in zero gravity. Then the plane went into a spin. Gabriel suddenly realized that they were all about to die. He glanced around the cabin and saw the terrified looks on the children’s faces, and his heart sank. He could hardly believe they’d managed to come this far, and now it was going to end this way. 
Then the wings caught the wind and everyone that wasn’t seat belted in –meaning most of them- slammed to the floor. The plane leveled out and went into a slow, steady climb. Somehow, Reeves had managed to regain control.
The wailing sounds of hurt and terrified children filled the cabin. Gabriel and Jodi scurried around, doing their best to calm and comfort the children while Mr. Oglesby and Julia carefully inspected each for serious injuries. 
Fortunately, nothing was serious. Just a lot of bumps and bruises. The old Albatross had come through again. Later, Reeves would admit that regardless of how skilled he was as a pilot, it was pure luck that they were alive. “Someone must have been looking out for us,” he said. “There’s no way that plane could have come out of a stall like that.”
A few minutes later, Mr. Oglesby staggered across the cabin and pulled a small box-shaped contraption from the back closet. “Reeves, Is Pete on the line?”
“I’m here,” Pete said through the COM. Mr. Oglesby typed a code into the number pad on top of the box and it opened itself up. A small antenna-like device rose out of the center and began whirring and beeping. “I’m sending a scan now,” he said. “Check the subchannel.”
“Got it. Hang on… Analysis says we’re clean. The septic tear has been closed.”
“Thanks,” said Mr. Oglesby. He closed up the device and stowed it. When he saw Gabriel’s confused looked, he explained. “Pete and I did a scan while you were skydiving. The shadowfriends opened a septic tear near the castle. There is an ancient pyramid there. The force of the natural shadowgate wasn’t powerful enough for them, so they enhanced it by opening a tear. It was enormous. That’s the reason there have been so many shadow creatures about lately. They’ve been passing back and forth by the hundreds.
“Is it still there?” Gabriel said. 
“No, the explosion destroyed it. I’m worried that a few of the shadowkind escaped, though. We’re going to have to monitor this area for activity. And, unfortunately, now that we know they can open a tear that large, we’re going to have to improve our technology… and our intelligence.”
Reeves appeared in the cockpit doorway. “Sorry about the rough take-off, is everyone okay?” They met him with weak smiles. 
“Just some bruises,” Julia said with a nod. 
“Good. It looks like it’ll be a smooth flight the rest of the way. We’re gonna have to stop for gas, but other than that we’ll be home by bedtime. Julia, maybe you could throw together some sandwiches? Kids, the old man with the cane will tell you some stories.”
Mr. Oglesby shot him a dirty look. “I’m not that old.” 
“Yes, you are,” Reeves said with a wink.
 
 


 
 
 
Chapter 45
 
 
 
Gabriel could have slept for a week, but Julia only let him have one day. Then it was back to chores. D.A.S. needed a lot of rebuilding, and with the estate suffering from a recent lack of grounds keeping, Gabriel had plenty to do. Much of his time was spent on the lawn tractor, which he didn’t mind too much. There was an umbrella to shade him from the sun and he listened to .mp3s on his phone while he drove, so it was actually an enjoyable job. Especially when compared with shoveling horse droppings out of the coral or digging post holes for new fences. Gabriel hated those jobs. But when Julia asked, he did them anyway. He owed her a lot. 
Pete had his work cut out for him as well. During the rescue in China, Reeves had stumbled upon the computer room in the Celestial Palace. He came back with a duffel bag full of hard drives. Most of them were the ones that shadowfriends had stolen from different D.A.S. agencies, but there were others, and they had to be decrypted and analyzed for useful information. There were also a number of security upgrades that needed to be implemented, and that was Pete’s job. 
Reeves wanted EGG launchers on the roof and Geiger counters all over the estate. He wanted improved security for the armory, and better satellite networking for overseas intelligence. Then there was the matter of re-establishing D.A.S. as an international presence. That wasn’t going to be easy…
Jodi found herself run ragged as well. Not only were there horses to keep, feed, and train, she now had thirteen young children to give riding lessons. She also helped with the cooking and cleaning. Julia paid her for all this, of course, though Jodi would have done it free just to be able to hang out with the kids. They all became her little brothers and sisters rather quickly. Jodi spent most of her waking hours with them. 
Jodi’s parents were another story. After the narrow escape in Canada, and the attack on the mansion, Julia had come to the decision that the children could no longer function as part of D.A.S. without their parent’s consent. In Jodi’s case, it wasn’t too difficult. Her parents were skeptical until they saw Mr. Ogleby’s window in the laboratory, and heard the story of what had happened to Jodi. At that point, Jodi’s father admitted that he may have inadvertently tipped off a shadowfriend that he had worked with. 
“He asked a lot of questions about you Julia, and about Jodi too. I thought he might have been working for the press so I didn’t tell him much, but I did let slip that Jodi worked for you. I guess that was how they came up with the plan.” 
After that, they visited the cancer facility where Jodi’s mother had been diagnosed and treated. The place was empty. If there had been any doubt remaining in their minds, it was gone. 
After a long discussion, they agreed that Jodi was not to be allowed on field missions until she turned eighteen. Until then, she would continue to function as an operative, gathering intelligence and doing research, but never anything dangerous. Jodi wasn’t altogether happy with that arrangement, but it was better than nothing.  
Pete’s parents could not be reached at the ski resort in Europe, if they were still there. They didn’t call home and they didn’t return any calls. Even Julia’s vast network of connections could not locate the couple. It was only a matter of time until Julia insisted that Pete move into the mansion. He wasn’t thrilled by the loss of his complete and unrestricted freedom, but there was something to be said about always having a warm meal for dinner and being surrounded by family. It was a new feeling for him, and it took some getting used to. 
The appearance of thirteen orphans at the estate caused a bit of a sensation in the Shadow Falls community, and when Julia announced she was converting the mansion into an orphanage, the press went wild. Until their families were located, the children were to be Julia’s wards. 
The children were thrilled. Instead of being shipped out to dozens of homes and losing all contact with one another, they were going to get to stay together and be part of a family. They were all brothers and sisters now; Julia was more or less their mother, and Reeves served as a sort of father. (The sort of father who enjoys skydiving and shooting automatic weapons, but nonetheless a wise and caring man who raised them as if they were his own.) Reeves was never absent when the children needed him, and he always had a few words of wisdom to bestow. 
Julia continued to see after the finances of the Estate, D.A.S., and now the orphanage as well. She saw to it that the children were raised with a firm hand, but never wanted for anything. In fact, her first matter of business was buying them all new clothes… and perhaps one or two dolls. Real dolls. And most importantly, she loved them, and they loved her.
 
 
One afternoon that August, Gabriel was trying to help all of the children get their new school supplies organized when the doorbell rang. He arrived there at the same time as Mr. Oglesby, and opened it up. He almost choked. There, on the front steps, was the Death Squad. 
“Hey Gabriel,” said Robby.
“Hey, whats up?”
“Well…” Robby gave Mr. Oglesby a hard look and then apparently decided the old man was harmless. “Well, we want to know what you’re up to. We know something weird was going on that day at school when you sicced those crazy bird things on us. Then you disappear for a week and when you come back, this place is an orphanage full of weirdoes just like you. We want our cut of whatever action you’ve got going on here, or we’re going to the cops.”
“Let me handle this, Gabriel,” said Mr. Oglesby. “Come on in, boys, I’ll tell you everything. You won’t believe the half of it, but what the heck. Come along, the library’s just down the hall. Would you like a soda? Gabriel, get us some sodas, if you don’t mind. 
“You boys know I have a very special watch… a pocket watch. Would you like to see it? Here, let me show it to you.”
Gabriel never asked exactly what Mr. Oglesby had done, but he knew it was for the best when the Death Squad showed up for their first day of high school with fresh haircuts and brand new slacks. Within a few days, the Death Squad became known as the Prep Squad. The teachers were quite surprised when they turned out to be straight-A students; no doubt their parents were pleasantly surprised as well. No one ever missed the Death Squad, and soon they were all but forgotten. 
 
Something else important happened, right about the same time. It was a hot afternoon, and Gabriel had been out mowing the many acres of lawns. He came inside around two o’clock, drenched in sweat and looking for a glass of iced tea. He found Pete, Jodi, Reeves and Julia all standing around the kitchen. Their faces were dour, and they watched him silently as he came inside. 
“What’s going on?” Gabriel said. “What’s wrong?”
They all exchanged a meaningful glance. Julia took a deep breath and said, “Gabriel, we’ve found your parents.”
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It was a perfect day, with the sun shining and a cool breeze that carried the promise of autumn, but to Gabriel the sunshine felt like rain. The dry grass crackled under his feet as he exited the limo and passed through the wrought iron gates of the cemetery. 
He walked alone, following a narrow path that wound its way up the slope and into a shady oak grove; past countless rows of stone monuments and marble angel statues, all of whom seemed to be weeping. There, beneath the shade of the oaks and looking out over the ocean, Gabriel finally found his parents. The gravestone read:
 
Howard and Melinda Frost
Taken from us by an auto accident on Sep. 19, 2000
May they rest in Peace
 
“You used to live up north, near Klamath,” Julia said. “That’s where your family was from.” 
Gabriel had heard her coming, of course. No one ever snuck up on him anymore. He was starting to get like Reeves. 
“The accident happened on Highway One,” she continued. “Just north of Jenner.”
“Did the shadowfriends do it?” he said. “Did they kill my parents?”
“I don’t think so. We’ve looked into the accident and there doesn’t seem to be any sort of foul play.”
Gabriel sank to his knees in front of the marble gravestone, and tears burned at his eyes. “Why?” he said. “What happened to them?”
“They lost control of the car,” Julia said. “It was late, and it was storming. They went off the road. You weren’t with them, so they were probably on some sort of business trip. Your parents worked for a military contractor. They were scientists.”
Gabriel tried to imagine them as scientists, dressed in long white jackets and carrying clipboards. He couldn’t even remember what their faces looked like. How could he forget what his parents looked like? Suddenly he wished he’d died with them. 
He bent forward and started punching the ground furiously. The dry earth resisted, tearing the skin on his knuckles, but Gabriel didn’t notice. He just kept punching, even as his skin broke open and he started to bleed. The pain was nothing compared to what he felt inside. Suddenly all he wanted to do was die. Why couldn’t they have just taken him with them, so he could have died too? Why couldn’t he have been in the car?
Julia bent down and took him in her arms. “Shh, stop that,” she said. “It won’t do any good to hurt yourself like that.”
Gabriel struggled for a second, but she wouldn’t let him go. He gave in to her embrace, and started bawling. He didn’t want to, but he couldn’t help himself. He felt like a stupid little kid, but it just started pouring out, and he couldn’t stop it. 
Julia held him close, rocking him like a small child in her arms, and Gabriel felt his pain slipping away. His hopes and fears all crashed down, and dissipated in the bitter tears that fell to his parents’ grave.
After a while, Gabriel started to feel like himself again. For some reason, the pain seemed to have lessened. He rose to his feet and wiped the tears from his cheeks with the sleeve of his shirt. “Do I have grandparents? Other family?”
“Not that I can find,” said Julia. “Your parents were rather old when you were born. Your grandparents had already died by then, and your parents didn’t have any brothers or sisters. It looks like Reeves and I are your family now.”
As Gabriel looked down at the cold marble stone, he couldn’t help but feel angry. He wanted to blame the shadowfriends, because he wanted someone to take out his vengeance on. It just didn’t work that way. There was no one to blame, just a stupid accident. Just a stupid car crash. He couldn’t punch someone and feel better. That wasn’t going to work. He was just going to have to deal with it. 
Maybe he would get used to that empty feeling inside. Maybe some day, it would go away. Then again, he wasn’t sure he wanted it to. The pain he had inside was all he had left of his family.  
Julia left him there for a while, to say his goodbyes. 
 
 
When they got home, Gabriel threw himself into his chores. It seemed to be the only way to get his mind off things. So much had happened in the time that he’d lived with Julia, it seemed almost impossible to digest it all. This latest revelation about his parents had been especially upsetting. His dreams of being reunited with his family were crushed, and he felt himself sinking into depression.
He started by pruning all the hedges around the mansion. When that was done, he cleaned out the stalls in the barn. It was eight o’clock when Reeves found Gabriel polishing the saddles with an oiled rag. Gabriel heard him coming, but he didn’t glance up.
“You missed dinner,” Reeves said. 
“I know. I’m not really hungry.”
“I understand. I know what it feels like to lose people close to you.”
Gabriel nodded. “The strange thing is, I didn’t really even know them. I hardly remember anything about them. I just had all these ideas about what they were like. I thought someday… I just thought I’d get to know them again.” Gabriel felt tears rising, and he forced them back. He didn’t want to cry in front of Reeves. 
“I understand,” said Reeves. “I’ll leave if you want to be alone. I did come out here to tell you something though.”
There was something in Reeves’ voice that made Gabriel glance up. “What’s that?”
“We’ve found Pete’s parents. More or less. They’re being held hostage by shadowfriends. We’ve received a ransom notice. Guess the Shadow is trying to recoup some of its losses.”
Gabriel stopped working, and his mind began to race. Pete’s parents… They’d missed most of his childhood, and it seemed like they really didn’t even care about him. All those months, they hadn’t even called him. Yet, through all of that, Gabriel knew Pete couldn’t help but love them. Now they were in danger. How was that going to affect his friend? 
“Does he know?”
“Yes. He’s pretty upset. I know its not very good timing, and if you say “no” I’ll understand, but I still have to ask… Are you ready to be a hero?”
The word echoed in Gabriel’s mind, reminding him of something Reeves had said when they first met:  To be a hero means sacrifice. You sacrifice your needs for the needs of others, your safety for the safety of others. For most of us, being a hero is not something we would choose. It is something that we must do, because of the abilities we have. It is our responsibility.
Gabriel understood now exactly what that meant. He placed the saddle back on the rack, neatly folded the oily rag and placed it on the shelf. This was a deciding moment, he realized. This was a moment that he might live to regret. 
Still, he couldn’t live with the alternative. His conscience wouldn’t let him stand by when he could do something to help people. When he could help his friend. He turned back to Reeves, and took a deep breath. 
“I’m ready.”
 
The End
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