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Chapter One

 

 

The flashing light bars of the sheriff’s department SUVs were bright enough to illuminate the front of the house even though it was midday. John ignored the cops as he leaned against the front fender of the Land Rover and squinted at the large bay windows, trying to see through the cracked glass. The interior looked as if a bull had stampeded through the home, putting holes in the walls and ripping down curtain rods. One rod swung back and forth, its curtain missing. The family that lived there was nowhere in sight.

That might still live there. The family might not have survived, God forbid.

Nearby, his teammate Andrew, his hands in his jacket pockets, kicked at the curb. Across the street, half a dozen deputies stood next to their vehicles, eyeing the house. They hadn’t said more than a dozen words to John or his team, and he couldn’t blame them. The deputies had orders to stay put in spite of the fact a family of three was inside. No doubt, they wanted to charge in and look for survivors, but if the deputies had had any idea what was in the house, they wouldn’t have been there in the first place. 

Shelly stood with the deputies, speaking with them. John hoped she could calm them down. It was one of the qualities that made her an excellent therapist.

His team’s job would’ve been much easier if local law enforcement weren’t there at all. He wouldn’t have to come up with a cover story, for one thing.

John fiddled with his keys for a moment before catching himself and putting them back in his pocket. That was a bad habit, but he always did it before a mission—what Conroy called an “op.” John assumed that was military shorthand for “operation,” but he’d never cared to ask. What it was to him, and to everyone on the team, was a job—a scary job, though sometimes rewarding, in the sense they had saved several lives over the years.

Given the level of destruction inside the house, he had little hope any lives would be saved that day.

Andrew unzipped the gym bag sitting on the Land Rover’s hood and dug through the contents once more. It contained the usual: holy water, holy symbols, silver, and so forth, most of which would affect creatures from the Other. John mused that if any of the deputies saw the tools of RoSo’s trade, they’d write off him and his team as kooks. 

Andrew twisted his mouth into a frown. “Rose Street. A happy name for such a dismal place.”

John half smiled. “I don’t think monsters care much about those kinds of things.”

“We need to get in there.”

“Patience,” John said. “We haven’t been here long. And we still have six hours of daylight left.”

Andrew nodded, sighing. “Yeah, I know. There’re days I wish we could just tell people the truth. It’d make our job easier.”

“They’re better off not knowing, assuming they’d believe us at all.”

“And assuming Homeland would allow it. I know.” Andrew zipped up the gym bag and left it on the hood. “So when’s the newbie start? What’s her name…?”

“Sarah.” John preferred to stay focused on the job at hand, not bantering idly. “Tomorrow.”

“What’s she like?”

“Conroy and Shelly know her better.” John checked his watch, wondering how much longer Shelly needed to convince the deputies John and the team belonged there. “Conroy’s known her since she was a kid.”

“And Shelly?”

John smiled. “They’re cousins. But they haven’t seen each other in a while.”

“Small world.” Andrew rubbed his chin. “Heard she saw a type three. She’s lucky to be alive.”

John nodded. “It wiped out her fireteam. She was the only survivor, for unknown reasons.”

“Damn, that’s rough.” Andrew shook his head. “Is she going to be okay?”

“Her therapist in Colorado Springs said she was fine.” 

That meant nothing as far as John was concerned. Some therapists had seen monsters, while others had only read about them. If the recruit’s therapist belonged in the latter category, then that opinion was questionable. The terror inspired by creatures from the Other had to be experienced to truly understand it. He decided to wait for Shelly’s assessment.

Andrew nodded back toward the deputies standing around their SUVs. “Here we go.”

Shelly was finally turning away from the deputies, and she walked toward John and Andrew, with a deputy in tow. She looked sharp, as always. Given how often they’d had to work with the police, having a smiling midtwenties redhead in business attire on the team was an asset. She certainly made things go smoothly.

The deputy following Shelly peered at John over her shoulder. John pressed his lips together, trying to hide his gritting teeth as the deputy glanced at Shelly’s backside. Mentioning the deputy’s behavior would have made John look weak, even if Shelly was his wife, and the last thing John wanted was to appear unprofessional in front of law enforcement.

Shelly gave John a wink, but he resisted the urge to reciprocate. Winking back would have produced an interesting look on the deputy’s face, but more important things were at hand.

Stepping aside, Shelly gestured at the deputy. “This is Deputy Richards.”

John nodded. “Thanks for cooperating, Deputy.”

The deputy started to answer then shook his head. “I want to see some ID.”

John sighed. Cops. He pulled his wallet from his inside coat pocket containing the FBI badge provided to him by higher-ups. Neither John nor his team were government, but they had connections with them. The badges would pass muster even if someone contacted the FBI. With a smile, Shelly also handed over her ID. Andrew didn’t bother with niceties, handing his badge to the deputy with indifference.

After looking over each ID for a full minute, the deputy shook his head. “You guys don’t look FBI.”

John didn’t care what the deputy thought. Of course, the deputy was just doing his job, but they had work to do, and the deputy was in their way. “Our badges do. That’s all that matters.”

“Look, Deputy Richards,” Andrew said. “We’re certain our suspect is hiding inside.”

Richards nodded, glancing at the house, his face ashen. Sometimes, people sensed monsters from the Other, but they couldn’t put their finger on what precisely was wrong. He looked back at John. “This is rural Colorado, not DC. These boys aren’t trained to deal with psychos.” He glanced over all of them. “And frankly, you sure as hell don’t look like you are either.”

“It’s all right, Deputy.” Shelly spoke in the same soothing tones she used with her patients while she gave the deputy the cover story. “The man we’re looking for suffers from delusions. He’s hurt no one inside so far, but we want to reach him before he does.”

“See, that’s my problem.” The deputy adjusted his hat as he looked back at the house. “This family has lived here for five years. The neighbors haven’t reported a disturbance. By all accounts, they’re a quiet family. And you come here telling me the father of this household committed burglary in Tampa and an attempted kidnapping in Chattanooga.” He shook his head. “I just don’t see it.”

“As you said, you’re not trained for this sort of thing,” Andrew said. “We are.”

The deputy glared at Andrew. “I worked Denver PD for fifteen years. I know how perps operate. If this guy’s bad, he deserves an Oscar for covering it up.”

“Our suspect is charismatic,” Shelly said. “Everything you see in him is fabricated. Experienced officers like yourself have reported the same thing. It’s all in the file we sent you.”

John remained stoic. The file they’d sent was nonsense, of course. The man inside the house was a run-of-the-mill software salesman. A cover story of that size didn’t seem necessary to John, but Ambrose’s people in Homeland Security had gone overboard with it. In their desperation to end the situation, the government destroyed the man’s reputation forever.

Andrew took a step forward, but not in a challenging way. “Deputy, this man is right on the edge of losing control. No one’s gotten hurt yet, but if we let this continue, that will change. Let us in there, for the sake of his family, at the very least.”

The deputy hesitated and then shook his head. “If it were my call, I wouldn’t let you go in alone.” He tossed the badges back to John and Andrew and handed Shelly hers. “We’ll play it your way. We wait out here to back you up while you go in.”

“Thank you, Deputy,” John said. “Look, I—”

“Don’t thank me.” His nostrils flared. “If anyone gets hurt, I’ll hold all of you responsible.” He pointed a finger at John. “I don’t give a damn about jurisdiction.” The deputy looked them over again and then left, his thumbs hooked in his belt loops.

Shelly let her breath out when the deputy was out of earshot. “That could’ve gone better.”

“It’s gone worse.” John looked at Andrew. “Got everything?”

Andrew grabbed the gym bag. “Yeah.”

“Good, let’s—” John’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He put it on speaker and turned the volume down so the sound wouldn’t carry. “David?”

“What’s the situation?”

“The local sheriff’s department just now decided to let us in,” Shelly said.

“Bloody hell.” David’s British accent always grew stronger when he was angry. “Well, at least we still have time.”

“We’re on our way in now.” John gestured at everyone, and they headed for the house. “Tell Conroy thanks for the FBI approval.”

“And for the badges,” Andrew said. “Though I suppose I should thank Homeland Security for those.”

“I’d be happy to accept your thanks on behalf of Homeland.” Conroy sounded farther away from the phone than David. “And I’m sure our friend Deputy Richards will want to speak to your ‘superior’ again.”

“Just don’t get cocky, Uncle,” Shelly said.

“Who? Me?” Conroy chuckled. “Seriously, you kids be careful. I know it’s daytime, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be trouble.”

“We’ll be fine.” Shelly smiled at John as she spoke. “See you soon.”

“Good luck,” David said, and the line went dead.

John put his phone on vibrate as everyone else did the same. Neither David nor Conroy would call them until they got back, but it was best to take precautions. Usually, the creatures would sleep during the daylight, but on rare occasions, they could be awakened by loud noises—such as a ringing cell phone.

Stuffing his phone in his inside coat pocket, John pushed open the wooden gate. A classic white picket fence wrapped the front yard of the brick house, which was crowned by a newly finished roof. 

Lyons was a quiet town. Most people simply passed through it on their way to Estes Park. To them, the town was little more than a speed trap. Traffic citations were the most common crime. Encounters with psychopaths were unheard of, as was encountering the supernatural.

John stopped at front door and glanced over his shoulder. Andrew had the gym bag ready, but he wasn’t pulling anything out until the deputies were out of sight.

“Shelly—” John started, but she shook her head.

“I’m going with you,” she said. “Deal with it.”

John frowned as she stood there, meeting his gaze. She was good at her job, no question of that. Still, the idea of his wife going into harm’s way made him more nervous than anything that might be inside.

The ornate front door stood unlatched. John pushed it open with a touch and then recoiled, covering his nose. Not good. If that stench was what he thought it was, then they were too late to do anything but clean up. He did his best to ignore the disgusting odor as he stepped inside.

Someone or something had emptied every cupboard and dumped the contents onto the kitchen floor. John’s foot knocked a pot into a plate sitting facedown on the kitchen tile. A moldy loaf of bread sat in one corner, and someone had piled cans of food into a pyramid. The refrigerator door sat wide open, the compressor having burned out long before. Everything inside had turned so moldy and rotten John couldn’t make out what kind of food it had once been. No sign of the house’s occupants could be found.

“Glad that’s what the smell is,” Andrew said. “Maybe the people are still alive.”

Shelly nodded as she stepped into the house. “Where’s the furniture?”

The destruction in the kitchen had so preoccupied John that he hadn’t noticed the rest of the house. Steps led down into a den, where sections of the carpet had been torn up and the walls smashed in. In the places where the carpet remained were indentations where furniture had once been, but the furniture itself was gone.

Shelly pointed at the fireplace. Pieces of burned fabric sat inside, and the smoke trails leading up the walls showed the fire had escaped into the living room. “Type twos?”

John nodded. Vampires, werewolves, and other type twos often destroyed their surroundings for no reason. He’d once seen an alley in north Denver where ghouls had stripped away all the graffiti from a building. Corporeal supernatural entities seemed to enjoy mayhem, tearing up anything in sight just for the fun of it. However, the odor of unnatural rot, characteristic of most type twos, wasn’t present. The rotting food in the kitchen might have masked that stench, though.

“A type one couldn’t do this damage,” Andrew said. “Unless it possessed someone.”

“That’s what Mary and Ian thought this was,” Shelly said. “But who was possessed?”

Andrew knelt and picked up a picture frame. “The father, I’m guessing.”

John took the family photo from Andrew. At first glance, it looked like any other family photo found in anyone’s living room. The man had salt-and-pepper hair and a bushy mustache. The woman’s shoulder-length blond hair looked dyed. In front of them stood a young girl of fifteen or so. Her brown hair stretched past her shoulders.

The man and woman had the same expression. To an untrained eye, they might seem normal, but their smiles were wrong. The broad, toothless smiles that nearly split their faces in two looked forced. And the eyes narrowed into slits. With their eyebrows knitted, they appeared snide instead of happy. The girl’s face told the real story. She was also smiling, but not like her parents. John held his finger over her face, hiding her nose and mouth. The girl’s eyes had a far-off look, staring at the camera like someone desperate for help.

“Could be any of them. Hard to tell.” John handed the picture to Shelly. “The entity might have sensed the girl’s fear. That’s what led it here. Then it slipped inside one of them.”

“But how’d it get here?” Shelly scanned the room. “If it’s a possession, the entity had to come through a gate.”

 “That looks like the basement over there.” Andrew nodded at an open door. “Maybe the family’s down there.”

John moved past Andrew, heading for the door. “Along with the source of this mess, I assume.”

 

~~~

 

Darkness enveloped the stairwell despite a flickering bulb halfway down. Stale air wafted up from the basement on a slight breeze.

John nudged Andrew. “Break ’em out.”

Andrew unzipped the gym bag and passed out crucifixes and bottles of holy water. John pocketed a bottle and tucked a crucifix inside his belt.

“Ready?” After everyone nodded, Andrew took the lead, with John behind him. Shelly brought up the rear, her hand under John’s arm.

They emerged from the stairwell. A couple of fluorescent lights flickered dimly, creating shadows in the corners of the basement. John glanced inside the unfinished rooms of the basement as he moved forward. Most were filled with junk and construction materials. His shoes left prints in the dust from the unfinished drywall, at least in places where the floor was uncovered.

Ahead of John, Andrew nearly tripped on an overturned kitchen pot. John ended up stepping on a moldy teddy bear while trying to avoid a stack of dinner plates. Someone had emptied every box, tossed the contents across the basement, and then shredded the boxes.

“Hope no one turns on the heat.” Andrew pointed at the furnace, where exposed wiring stuck out in places.

Andrew sniffed the air. “Doesn’t smell like corporeals.”

John sniffed the air. Unlike upstairs, the scent of rot wasn’t present at all. The typical odor of the supernatural was missing. In fact, all scent had been leached from the air. That usually meant possession, and a recent one at that.

Something crashed just on the other side of a section of unpainted drywall behind the stairs. Shelly let out a gasp as she grasped John’s arm. He froze, staring at the drywall. The noise had come from the other side of the bare wall.

Andrew pointed at himself and then at the drywall. John nodded, but Andrew had already moved forward. A plastic doll crunched under Andrew’s foot as he made his way through the debris and around the stairs. John inched his way through the debris, trying to stay quiet out of force of habit more than anything. Shelly stayed close to him. Whatever had made the noise probably already knew they were there.

Andrew stopped at the drywall edge, peeking around the corner for a moment before continuing to walk out into the open, ignoring the surrounding debris. “You guys need to have a look at this.”

Shelly passed John before he could stop her. He jumped over a pile of DVDs and nearly kicked over a TV tray as he chased after her. She had already reached the open room by the time John caught up with her.

A man sat on the far edge of the room, leaning against a tipped-over shelving unit with his knees pulled up to his chest. His bushy mustache quivered as he chewed on the fingernails of his left hand while running his right fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair. He stared at the floor, his eyes wide and his face pale, as if something might tear him to pieces.

“Sir?” Shelly’s voice was calm. “Sir, are you all right?”

The man didn’t respond as he sat staring at a table in front of him. Kneeling, John watched the man carefully. He didn’t seem possessed. A possession entity was almost always cocky. The act of possessing a living person elevated it to a status where it could think for itself instead acting like a random noise or shadow. It almost never used its sudden gift of sentience for anything good, and it certainly wouldn’t just sit and stare.

John was about to repeat Shelly’s question, when the man spoke. “It came from there.” His hand shook as he pointed at the small table. Knotholes covered the weather-damaged surface. A pile of bricks sat atop the table, making it bow inward in the middle.

John looked under the table. The smell of wet cement drifted over him as a breeze wafted forth, as if the breeze had come from under the table. He realized the table was nothing of the sort. It looked like an old-style well with bricks sticking out at odd angles and a plywood lid, though what it was doing in the basement was a good question.

“Had to make it in a hurry.” The man’s voice sounded almost conversational even as his hands shook.

John stood. “Excuse me?”

“I figured I’d brick it over.” The man snorted, as if trying to conceal a laugh. “Kept dropping bricks down the hole, though. I just covered it instead. Don’t know how I’ll fill it.”

Shelly knelt to peer under the table. “There’s a hole under there?”

“Is there ever.” His eyes darted around the basement and then resumed staring at the plywood table. “I came down after breakfast to work on the basement, and there it was.”

“Who put it here?” Andrew asked.

The man shrugged his shoulders and held up his hands. “Not a clue. Nobody dug it neither. It’s too deep.”

Shelly inched closer to him. “How deep?”

“Forever.” He pointed at the hole, waving his index finger back and forth. “I dropped a brick by accident. I never heard it hit bottom.” His head twitched. “Forever.”

John stared at the makeshift well surrounding, presumably, the hole. He remembered having seen a gate before. Years before, a hiker had come out of a cave somewhere up Boulder Canyon. He gibbered at a park ranger for a moment before collapsing. Even a shot of adrenaline couldn’t bring him back, and he died in the ambulance. To anyone else, it was just a cave, but John sensed something inside beckoning him to approach.

Closing the cave entrance had been simple enough. Once they had collapsed the entrance, no one could reach gate ever again… but it was still there. People who ventured close would sense something wrong about that place.

“Think it’s him?” Andrew asked.

Shelly shook her head. “It doesn’t seem like it, but it’s hard to say.” She nodded at the table. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I think so.” John reached for the plywood. He didn’t want to uncover it completely, but even briefly unsealing it would reveal—

The man jumped to his feet. “No!” Veins bulged on his forehead as he clenched his fists. Storming around the table, he pointed a finger at John. “Don’t you dare. Don’t—”

John positioned himself between the man and Shelly, assuming a defensive posture, but the man stopped midstride. His shin bumped the edge of the makeshift table, making the bricks wobble. One brick fell off the pile and landed on the floor.

“Oh no.” The man recoiled from the plywood table, shielding his hand with his face while gritting his teeth. His hands clenched and unclenched repeatedly.

Shelly took a step toward him. “Sir, are you—”

John put a hand on her shoulder, knowing she would want to go help him. That’s what she was good at, but John didn’t want to take any chances. Something was off about the man, and it wasn’t just his fear.

After a moment, the man’s eyes opened. He sat back in the corner of the room, continuing to stare at the makeshift table before him. “That was close.” He brought his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them.

Andrew called over from the other end of the basement. “I found the girl.”

John nudged Shelly to follow. She hesitated but then did so as John made his way through the debris toward Andrew. The father wasn’t going anywhere.

Andrew stood next to a stack of paint cans by an unfinished wall, staring into one of the half-finished rooms of the basement. “Shelly, I think you should check her out.”

The girl sat cross-legged in the unfinished room, surrounded by old newspapers and books. She was a little older than she had been in the photograph upstairs. Her hair and clothes were far more disheveled though, and her hair looked a little darker than in the picture. However, her terror wasn’t much different.

She stared up at Andrew and then at Shelly when she came into view. “It’s too much.”

“What’s that, honey?” Shelly stepped over the debris as she made her way to the girl, smiling. “What’s too much?”

“All of it.” The girl didn’t react as Shelly knelt next to her. “I didn’t know it was coming until it was here.”

“You didn’t know what was coming?” John tried to keep his voice as low-key as possible. “What happened?”

“Something bad.” She didn’t take her eyes off Shelly. “I couldn’t stop it.”

Shelly took the girl’s hand. The girl didn’t resist. “What’s your name?”

“Samantha.”

“What’s here, Samantha?” John asked. “Can you tell us?”

Samantha turned her gaze to John. “It came into him when he was angry.”

“What’s that?” Shelly asked. “Who was angry?”

A voice behind them answered. “It’s her fault.”

John spun around. A blond woman had squeezed herself into the narrow space between the furnace and the bare drywall surrounding it. Her mascara had run all the way down to her smudged lipstick. A single high-heeled shoe lay in front of the furnace.

“What do you mean?” John asked.

“It’s my daughter’s fault.” The mother pointed at Samantha. “She brought it here.”

Samantha shook as tears rolled down her face. “You always take his side.”

“You’re nothing but trouble.” The mother inched farther out from behind the furnace. “You hate him. That’s why you brought it.”

“I don’t hate him, Mother.” The girl’s voice cracked as she yelled. “I don’t. He brought it here.”

“Who?” Shelly asked. “Your father?”

The girl nodded, still crying.

“Why—”

A shadow caught John’s attention out of the corner of his eye, and the woman screamed. An arm’s length away, the father stood, much taller than John expected. The father sauntered toward Samantha, apparently moving with the grace of a ballerina. But it wasn’t grace. The man’s feet hovered over the debris, not disturbing even the old paper sacks beneath him, as he glided toward his daughter.

“Honey.” The father looked down on his daughter, who whimpered as she held her hands over her head. “I asked you not to betray me!”

The mother kept screaming while John reached for the holy water in his pocket. He couldn’t see where Shelly had gone, but he didn’t dare take his eyes off the father.

The father continued to hover over his daughter while she lay in a semifetal position, staring up at him. She set her jaw, readying herself for what would come.

John yanked the vial of holy water from his pocket and hurled it. The tiny vial shattered across the father’s skull, the water hissing after the impact. If it caused the father pain, he didn’t show it. He touched his forehead, wiping the water away, and then stared at the water sizzling on his fingertips.

John backed away. Just as the father rotated in the air to face John, he fished out his crucifix. The father reached for John as if to grasp him. Instead, the crucifix launched itself from John’s hand and into the father’s grasp. Smoke poured from between his fingers as the father stared at the image of Christ. He let the symbol fall to the floor among the debris, his hand still smoking.

“You thought that would save you?” The father floated toward John, stopping inches away. “Nothing can save you now that he is here.”

He? John stood his ground. “I think you should leave the man you’ve inhabited alone.”

“Are you making demands?”

Shelly and Samantha were behind the father, making for the stairs, he hoped. John did his best to ignore them. Shelly had to get Samantha to safety before the father noticed. Thankfully, the screaming woman was covering up the sound of their movement through the debris.

Finally, the father clenched his teeth and looked up at the mother. “Silent!”

The scream cut off as if it were a recording put on pause. The mother reached for her throat, trying to speak, but no sound came forth. Even as she worked her mouth, the cords in her neck bulged, and her face turned red. Then, every muscle in her body went limp. Her eyes remained open as her body slumped against the furnace.

“As for you…” The father grinned at John. “This poor man, as you call him, was more than ready for me.”

“What are you talking about?” John tried to keep him talking, to keep him from noticing Shelly and Samantha… neither of whom had left yet. Instead, they were kneeling over the stack of bricks for some reason.

“This man had so much hate in him.” The father smiled. Light escaped from his mouth and eyes, like bubbles underwater. “It feels so good. Maybe that’s why he let me have this one.”

Come on, Shelly, get her out of here. “Who is he?”

“The one who gives me power,” he said. “The one who trusted me.” He thrust his thumb at his chest. “The one who trusted me to—”

Stone ground against stone, catching the father’s attention. His head whipped around to see Shelly and Samantha standing there, each holding a brick. More bricks sat on the basement floor next to the well.

“No!” The father’s shout made Shelly and Samantha shudder at the unbelievable loudness. The father continued to bellow. “You can’t—”

Andrew bolted past John and put his arm around the father’s neck. In one motion, Andrew flipped the father over his hip and dropped him on the floor. Andrew looked up at John. “A little help?”

John pointed at Shelly and Samantha as he navigated his way through the debris. “Keep at it. We’ll hold him—”

The father rose into the air, lifting Andrew’s feet out from under him. Andrew fell and landed on his back, sending debris into the air. Spinning around in midair, the father turned to Shelly and Samantha. He started forth, smiling, but didn’t get far. John had him by the scruff of his shirt. John pulled back as hard as he could, letting his anger get away from him. Who cared if he hurt the father? He had brought the entity into himself through his anger—at his daughter and perhaps even at himself.

John slammed the father onto the basement floor, scattering books and newspapers. John was already pressing his forearm against the father’s neck when Andrew appeared, putting his hand over the father’s eyes. Possessing entities relied heavily on sight when using their power. Covering his eyes would work, but not for long.

Shelly and Samantha kept removing bricks from the plywood covering the hole. They had the right idea. Of course the father wanted the hole to remain sealed. The entity had come from the Other through the gate. The same gate could send it back.

The vacating entity might also cost the father his life, but they didn’t have a choice.

“Drag him,” John said.

John and Andrew pulled the struggling father toward the hole as he shouted obscenities. From experience, John knew the entity had only learned those words when it first possessed the father and learned everything the father knew.

Shelly and Samantha pushed aside the last of the bricks. At any second, if they were lucky, it would be done.

But they were rarely lucky, in their line of work.

The father turned his head to the side, revealing his eyes as he stared at John’s feet. All at once, John’s feet went out from under him. He barely had time to catch himself as he collapsed on a cardboard box.

“I won’t go back.” The father shoved Andrew, sending him flying over the pit. Andrew hit the wall before landing on the floor. The father rose into the air, elevating almost to the ceiling, hovering over the Shelly and the girl. “I won’t go. He promised. He promised!”

“Who promised?” John sat up as he half yelled at the father. “Who the hell are you talking about?”

The father rotated in midair to face John. “I won’t go back. I can think and feel and live here. It’s nothing like—”

A heavy thunk stopped him cold. The brick that had hit him fell to the floor while the father swayed. He shook his head several times before turning around. His daughter looked at him, another brick in her hand, but instead of throwing it, she let it fall to the ground. Close by, Shelly and Andrew pulled the plywood off the well’s opening.

The familiar dread passed through John like a damp cold. No matter how many times he’d experienced a gate leading directly to the Other, the experience never got easier.

“Grab her!” Andrew shouted.

“Who—” John started, but then he saw it. Samantha was staring down the hole, her mouth and eyes both wide open, whimpering… a mild reaction. Some went insane on the spot when they gazed into a gate to the Other. Shelly grabbed Samantha by the hem of her shirt and yanked her away from the pit.

The father covered his face and backed away, but John put his foot in front of the father’s feet and pushed him forward. The father landed on the edge of the hole, his eyes staring straight into the pit.

John spun around, averting his gaze. Even with his eyes shut, he could see light filling the basement, flooding it as if a searchlight was shining directly through a window. It was still bright enough to hurt his eyes.

Seconds later, the light disappeared. John dared a look. Shelly removed her hand from Samantha’s eyes while Andrew blinked several times and shook his head.

That left the father. John pulled him back from the well. His eyes looked glazed over, but his breathing was steady. He couldn’t have possibly closed his eyes, not while the entity fled his body. David would’ve said it was because the eyes were the window to the soul, but no one really knew why a possessing entity had to vacate through the eyes.

Andrew picked up one edge of the plywood and hauled it back over the pit, covering it in a few seconds. He picked up a brick and dropped it in the middle. “Everyone okay?”

“Yeah.” John laid the father down carefully. “Shelly?”

“I’m here.” She removed her hand from the girl’s eyes. “You okay?”

“Uh-huh.” Samantha stared at the plywood. “Told you it would work.”

John stepped around the well, helping up both the women. He gave Shelly a hug before looking at Samantha. “How’d you know it would?”

The girl’s shoulders were relaxed, and she even had a slight smile on her face. She shook her head in answer to John’s question. “This is where it came from. This is where it had to go.”

Andrew took a deep breath. “Well, glad that’s over.”

John stared at Samantha, who calmly put more bricks on top of the plywood. He rubbed his chin. After having seen her father possessed by a spirit and after possibly having seen the Other itself, she was still sane. Most would be gibbering madly.

Shelly went to her. “Honey, let’s go.”

“No.” Samantha continued to pile up bricks. “First, we cover this. Then we go.”

Shelly looked at John and shrugged. Fortunately, Samantha didn’t continue for long. After about ten or so bricks, she stopped. “Don’t move this. Ever.”

John sighed. So much for being sane. Sometimes, people clung to mundane actions after an encounter with the Other, as if to forget what had happened. He hoped that, with luck, she wouldn’t degrade further.

John turned and dropped into a defensive position. The father stood near the well, rubbing his temple, oblivious to John or anyone else. He didn’t even notice his daughter clutching Shelly’s arm. Instead, he let his breath out, as if he’d just awoken, then made his way across the basement. He stopped at the base of the stairs and leaned against the frame of an unfinished wall, shaking his head.

Across the room, the mother stumbled forth. She ignored the debris at her feet as she shuffled her way toward the stairs. Samantha reached for her, but her mother passed by without a glance, just like Samantha’s father. She, too, waited at the bottom of the stairs as if she didn’t have the energy to go on.

Samantha buried her face in her hands. Her parents didn’t care, lost in their own misery. John took a deep breath. “Let’s get out of here.”

They walked up the stairs into the destroyed living room. The parents followed, walking as if lost, ignoring each other as they ignored their daughter. They didn’t react to the state of their home as they stumbled to the front door. They stopped on the porch, shielding their eyes from the sun. 

John blinked away the brightness as he came up behind the parents. The police stood around their vehicles, staring. God only knew what they had heard inside.

Samantha kept close to Shelly, keeping a wary eye on the police in the street as Shelly led her across the grass toward the deputies. Samantha glanced back at both of her parents from time to time, forcing back tears.

They’d been through so much, but Shelly could help them. They’d be fine, even if only Samantha deserved peace of mind.

Andrew sighed. “Oh no.”

From between the cars, a man in a suit with a shaved head appeared. John shook his head. Ambrose.

Ambrose ignored the surrounding deputies as he strode straight toward John, signaling for a mousy-looking man in a suit trailing behind him to catch up. The mousy man pushed his glasses up his nose and straightened his tie, which only looked worse afterward. To top it off, he was a good three inches shorter than Shelly and had a bad comb-over.

John crossed the lawn to meet him, standing in front of the family. “Ambrose.”

“John.”

Andrew came up behind John and pointed at the mousy-looking man. “New secretary?”

The little man adjusted his glasses. “I-I’ll have you know I’m the new d-deputy director of the archival recovery effort with NARA.”

Andrew shrugged. “So that’s a yes?”

The man’s unibrow furrowed, but Ambrose held up his hand. “Pendleton, that’s enough.” He glanced at the family and then at the house. “Are we too late?”

“It’s finished.” John gestured at the family behind him. “We got them out fine.”

“I see.” He sighed. “How bad is the cleanup?”

“I’ve seen worse,” Andrew said.

Ambrose shrugged. “So have I. Usually caused by you RoSo guys.”

“That’s not fair,” Shelly said, still standing next to Samantha. “The Roosevelt Society has over a century of paranormal research. We do a lot of good, Ambrose. You know that better than most.”

“Y-Yes, but that was some time ago.” The short man ran his hand over the top of his head, adjusting his bad comb-over. “RoSo has s-since exhibited a lack of judgment on several—”

“Lack of judgment?” Shelly took a step toward the little man, who nearly jumped out of his skin. “When?”

“W-Well…” The man tugged at his tie. “There is the Denver incident a c-couple of years—”

John shook his head. “You can’t blame us for that.”

“We had to c-clean it up.” The little man waved a finger at Andrew. “You’re supposed to watch these things. You had one job.”

Andrew snickered. “One job? Where’d you hear that one?”

Ambrose looked at Pendleton. “Go back to the vehicle with the witnesses.”

“B-But, sir.” Pendleton pushed his glasses up his with his middle finger. “W-We need to secure the—”

“Now.” Ambrose didn’t wait for a response as he turned and nodded at two men in suits. 

As the two agents approached, Pendleton stepped aside. They brushed past him as if he weren’t there, leaving him muttering something John couldn’t hear. Finally, Pendleton retreated toward the two black Escalades parked near the county sheriff SUVs.

Andrew shook his head. “Is he always like that?”

“One takes what help one is assigned.” Ambrose glanced back at Pendleton before addressing John. “What else did you find?”

John raised an eyebrow. “Nothing. Should we have found something?”

Ambrose regarded them for a moment then shook his head. “Never mind. We’ll take it from here.”

“What?” Shelly glanced back at the family. Samantha stood behind her, staring at the two men near Ambrose. “That won’t be necessary. I can handle this.”

“We need to question them first.” Ambrose nodded at the two men, who stepped toward Samantha without a word.

“Hold on.” John put himself between Shelly and Ambrose’s goons. They stopped and glanced back at Ambrose, but John didn’t budge. “Call them off, Ambrose.”

Ambrose frowned. “John, let us—”

“You can’t interrogate them,” Shelly said. “These people need counseling.”

“They’ll get it,” Ambrose said. “But we need to debrief them first.”

Debrief. John frowned. The difference between that word and the word interrogate was a thin one.

“Ambrose, please.” Shelly glanced at the parents, who had yet to look at their daughter since leaving the house. “These people are vulnerable right now. They’ve seen horrible things. This gentleman has seen the Other itself. If they don’t get the help they need—”

“I know this already,” Ambrose said, even as seven more men in suits approached and stood behind him, awaiting orders. 

John clenched his fists. Ambrose meant well, but he was a bull in a china shop about it.

“Take the witnesses into custody.” Ambrose looked at Shelly. “We’ll debrief them and then take them to Morrison.”

John remained between Shelly and the two agents, blocking them. 

Ambrose sighed. “John, this is happening. We’ll take them to Morrison by tomorrow morning.”

“No.” Shelly set her jaw, trying to stare down the suit in front of her, who was probably a half foot taller than her. “You’re not—”

Samantha touched Shelly’s arm. “Let him.”

“Wait a second.” Andrew put a hand on Samantha’s shoulder. “Look, you handled yourself pretty well, but you really should get help just the same. Let us help you.”

Samantha looked at Andrew, her lips trembling and her shoulders slumped. “He won’t stop until he can talk to us.” 

“You don’t know that,” John said. Shelly gave him a look, but he persisted. “How do you know what he wants?”

“I just do.” Samantha passed Shelly and shuffled toward the men. One stood near her while two others guided her parents away.

Samantha watched as the suits led her parents to one of two black Escalades. “I’ll never see them again.”

John started to say, You don’t know that, but then realized she probably meant she hoped she wouldn’t see them again.

The agent guided her to the other black Escalade. Shelly clenched her hands together as Samantha gave her a little wave and then entered the SUV.

When the family was in the Escalades, Ambrose looked at Shelly. “Mrs. Carter, please understand we will take care of everyone involved.”

Shelly folded her arms. “You’d better.”

“We know what we’re doing,” Ambrose said. “Everything we’ll be fine.”

“Right,” Andrew said.

Ambrose pinched his lips together. “We’re just doing our job. These people have to understand the reality of the situation. If the world knew what happened here, we’d have a lot more problems than a broken family.”

John watched, helpless, as the family was led away. He knew the theory. They all did. The more people knew about the Other and the monsters born there, the more of an anchor the monsters had on Earth… allowing more of them to arrive. But that was only a theory.

“Say hello to David for me.” Ambrose left without waiting for a response and entered the Escalade. 

Pendleton was busy trying to get into the rear seat, only to have one of Ambrose’s men beat him to it. Pendleton adjusted his glasses and hurried to the other Escalade before it left.

The vehicles backed away and peeled off. Samantha stared out the rear window, a placid expression on her face as she waved again.

John found himself waving back. Damn it. She seemed like a nice enough girl, but her life would never be easy. She’d see something from the Other again. For the rest of her days, the supernatural would be a part of her life. John was all too familiar with that vicious cycle.

Shelly broke the silence. “How did the possessing entity have so much power during the day?”

“Being close to the gate, I’m guessing,” Andrew said. “We’re lucky everything turned out okay.”

John nodded. Ever since the Denver incident, with the unexpected vampire lair near downtown, the world of the supernatural was heating up. More reports than normal were pouring in. Something was happening—something bad. 

“Remember what the entity said about ‘him’?” John asked.

“Yeah,” Andrew said. “Who’s he talking about?”

“I don’t know.” Shelly looked across the street at the neighbors, many of whom were peeking from between the curtains of their homes. “Ambrose acted as if we should’ve found something there.”

Andrew gritted his teeth. “When Ambrose keeps secrets from us, it’s usually bad.”

Shelly wrapped her arms around herself, watching two of Ambrose’s men, who’d stayed behind to speak to the deputies. “You’re calling David, right?”

John nodded, his phone in hand. Some of the sheriffs’ vehicles had already pulled away from the house no one would want to live in ever again. The house would become a legend in the neighborhood, a spooky old place left to rot.

When David answered, John put his phone on speaker. “It’s done, David.”

“I heard Ambrose was there,” David said. “Is everything all right?”

John sighed. “Hard to say.”




 





 

Chapter Two

 

 

The first thing Sarah saw when she stepped off the light rail was her Uncle Conroy. He stood near a bench in front of the old federal courthouse, dressed in a dark suit and a white shirt that contrasted with his skin. As the light rail pulled away, Conroy walked toward her and stopped just in front of her while she set down her duffel bag.

Conroy looked down at her, smiling. He was easily a foot taller than she was. “Ain’t ready for the Marines yet?”

Sarah snorted at the Marine Corps’s acronym for the army. “No, they ain’t ready for me yet.”

She embraced him, and he returned it. His deep laugh vibrated his massive chest as she held him. She couldn’t help but smile. It’d been a year since she’d last seen him, and he hadn’t held her like that since she was a girl.

“Welcome home. How was your flight?”

“Lousy,” she said. “Guess that’s what I get for wrecking my wheels.”

“You could’ve taken the bus. Colorado Springs isn’t that far.”

“I was offered a plane ride, so I took it. But if I knew how crazy DIA was going to be, I would’ve opted for the bus.” She released him, seeing he still had the same old Marine haircut, high and tight. “How about you, jarhead?”

“Can’t complain. Missed you at the Fourth of July party.”

“Sorry. Did the cops get upset this time?”

“Your uncle’s getting smart these days,” he said. “We held it up in Wyoming, where you’re still allowed to use fireworks like a red-blooded American.”

She smirked, remembering the last time she’d been at one of his July Fourth parties, when they’d set a bush on fire. She missed those days. “Wish I’d been there.”

They stood silently for a moment. Conroy pointed his thumb east. “Say, what was crazy at the airport?”

She waved it off. “Just some rear-echelon clown. The same one who read me the riot act when I arrived at Fort Carson.”

“Government guy?”

Sarah nodded.

“What was his name?”

She grasped at the air for a moment. “I forget. He was tall and bald. Poor guy had a face like the surface of the moon.”

Conroy grimaced and shook his head. “Sarah, don’t say things like that.”

“What?” She held up her hands. “You think it’s my fault he looks like he drove across the country on gravel roads with his head out the window?”

“See, that’s wrong.” Conroy sighed. When Sarah had been a kid, he always did that when she misbehaved. “You can’t think like that in this business.”

“Hey, I’m just saying. And I thought you were a tough-guy marine. I bet you’ve said worse.”

He nodded. “I have, but I’m more mature now. And the man’s name is Ambrose.”

“Ambrose, that’s right.” She remembered him directing groups of men in Denver International Airport, some in workman overalls and others in suits. During the brief time she’d watched him, at least a dozen men came to him for what she assumed were orders. “Yeah, he acted like he was in charge.”

“He is,” Conroy said. “He’s in charge of all the special recovery teams. Answers directly to Homeland Security.”

“I thought the recovery teams were part of NARA.”

“That’s just a cover. The SRTs act like the usual recovery teams that search for historical documents. They are even funded through the National Archives and Records Administration to keep the paper trail from looking suspicious.”

“Well, they looked suspicious at the airport.” Sarah smirked. “He must’ve had all his teams with him.”

“What do you mean?”

“A bunch of government guys were all over the place. That Ambrose guy was giving them instructions.” She put her hands in her coat pockets. “I mean, they tried to act natural, but I’ve seen enough of those upper-echelon clowns to spot them a mile away.”

Conroy raised an eyebrow. “Where was this?”

“I told you. DIA.”

“Yeah, but where in DIA?”

Sarah shrugged. “Lower level. I saw them when I was heading for the bus into town.”

“Anywhere else?”

She chewed on her lip for a moment. “Yeah. When I was on the train going from the concourse to the terminal. Outside the train window, I saw a bunch of guys standing in a side tunnel.”

“They didn’t work at the airport?” Conroy asked.

“Nah, they wore suits. At first, I thought management was doing an inspection or something. But they were definitely G-men. Seen enough of them, especially in the last few months.”

Conroy frowned and shook his head. “That’s not good at all.”

“Why not?” she asked. 

Conroy raised an eyebrow and stared at the ground. 

Sarah gritted her teeth. “Hey, I’m part of the club now, right? Don’t I get to know the secret handshake and all that?”

“It may be nothing. We need to tell this to David when you meet him.” His smile returned. “I’d ask how Afghanistan was, but…”

“Not great. The worst part was the end.”

“Yeah, I can imagine.”

“You can, can’t you?” 

She looked around to make sure no one was close by, something she realized she should’ve done sooner. Midday on a Monday in downtown Denver was almost never crowded. Everyone was still at work. She and Conroy were alone, or at least enough so that no one could overhear. 

“You knew,” she said. “All along, you knew.”

Conroy’s smile faded. “Yeah, girl, I did.”

“And you kept it to yourself.”

He nodded. “Of course I did. I didn’t want you involved.”

Sarah glared at the man she’d known all her life—who wasn’t family genetically speaking, though she’d always thought of him as Uncle Conroy—and had always trusted. “You could’ve said something, Conroy. It would’ve been nice to have an idea of what the world is really like.”

He stared at her, his mouth open. “Sarah, I kept it from you to protect you. I hoped to God you’d never see anything like what you saw in the desert. I wanted you to live a normal life.”

“Well, fat chance of that now.”

Conroy’s face grew sullen. “Don’t say that, Sarah.”

“Why? It’s true.” She shrugged. “Hey, I’m not whining. I can handle it.”

“Most people can’t,” Conroy said. “What you saw in Afghanistan…”

When he didn’t finish, she pushed him. “What? Tell me what I saw.”

He didn’t answer.

“You know what it was, don’t you?” Her face tightened as she remembered. “It was blue but without shape.” She took a deep breath. “I know this sounds strange, but I’m pretty sure it was made of something different than me.”

Conroy closed his eyes for a moment. “The Qur’an says they are made from smokeless fire.”

“Fire? They told me at Fort Carson it was a djinni.” Her shoulders slumped. “Whatever it was, I emptied a full magazine from my M-4 into it, and it just laughed.”

“Djinn are hard to hurt.” Conroy sighed. “Sarah, I’m sorry.”

“For what? For me knowing how the world really works, or for you not telling me?”

“Both.” His face had always been expressive. Whether he was sad or happy, he couldn’t hide it if he wanted. At that moment, when he put his hands on her shoulders, he looked almost frightened. Conroy was Force Recon out of Camp Pendleton. He feared no man.

“Sarah,” he said. “I’ve worked in this business since before you were born.” He took a deep breath. “Your Aunt Carol knew too.”

Sarah caught her breath. She remembered Conroy’s face when his wife had died. Her big, strong Uncle had cried like a child.

“It’s how she died.” He stepped back and put his hand to his chin. “Jesus, ten years now. It doesn’t feel it.”

“Oh God.” Sarah touched her throat. “You said she died in a car accident.”

“Of course I did. What was I supposed to say? That she was torn up by a…”

She stared at him, her eyes wide. Christ, what the hell have I gotten into? 

“Damn it.” He looked away, but Sarah could still tell he was on the verge of tears. “We wanted a family too. But…”

That’s enough of that. She took his hand and squeezed it hard. She smiled the warmest smile she could manage, hoping it was enough. Reassurance wasn’t her strongest skill. “I’m sorry, Uncle. I didn’t know.”

“I know you didn’t,” he said. “And it should’ve stayed that way.” Conroy gripped her hand back. “I didn’t want you to be a part of this, you know.” 

She stroked his forearm. “That’s not your fault, Uncle Conroy.”

He nodded. “Yeah. And thanks.”

“For what?”

“For not asking what really happened to Carol.”

She gave him a weak smile. She didn’t want to pry—at least, that’s what she told herself. The truth was she was afraid that if she asked about Aunt Carol, she’d be obligated to talk about what happened in the desert, and she wanted to avoid that as much as possible.

Although Sarah hadn’t seen the djinni directly, she did see what it did to her fire team—and she saw what it left of them. She shivered, remembering that awful day. They had screamed as they died, which, fortunately, hadn’t taken long.

No. She didn’t want to talk about that. Never again.

Sarah picked up her duffel bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Maybe we should go meet the team now?”

Conroy grinned, putting his arm around her. “Good idea.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah entered a large granite building through a heavy glass door that read US Bankruptcy Court. Inside, her hiking shoes made soft clomping noises on the tiled floor. A half dozen hallways led in different directions, but Conroy headed for the stairs with marble handrails, his dress shoes clacking on the tile floor.

A lady with far too much lipstick sat behind a semicircular desk, gazing at them over heavy-rimmed glasses. Sarah smiled inwardly, wondering what the lady was thinking. Conroy in his suit with an open shirt collar and Sarah in jeans, hiking shoes, crewneck T-shirt, and wool jacket—she might think it was father-daughter day at the bankruptcy court. Whatever she thought, the receptionist simply blinked and looked down at her desk again.

When they were out of earshot, Conroy spoke. “I’m assuming that duffel bag is your change of clothes.”

“Yeah.” She hefted it. “And a sleeping bag. Even brought a pillow.”

Conroy grinned. “You’re barely back in the world, and you’re already getting lazy.”

“Sue me. So why’d you want me to bring this stuff, anyway?”

“Just for emergencies,” he said. “You get into the apartment okay?”

“Yeah, no worries.” The process had been pretty straightforward. The building manager even knew her name, and all utilities had been set up, even cable. “Weird how they’re paying for everything.”

“They just want you nearby in case something comes up.”

“Think they’ll spring for better furniture?”

Conroy laughed and shook his head. “Don’t push your luck.”

He led her up the stairs to the second floor, which had the same hard tile as the first floor. Five people could’ve walked shoulder to shoulder down the hall. To Sarah, it looked like a lot of wasted space.

“I’m assuming you got the paperwork done too.”

Sarah patted an outside pocket of her duffel bag. “Copy of my living will. Company lawyer helped me set it up.”

“Did he also help you with your will and testament?”

“I had one before I went into the military.” She smirked. “Is that just in case of emergencies too?”

“Yeah.” Conroy walked to the end of the hall and stopped at an old wooden door with an old-style opaque window that read US Deputy Office of Bankruptcy Archives.

“You know I don’t do accounting, right?” Sarah asked.

“Me neither.” Conroy opened the door. “Though there’re days I wish I did.”

“You don’t lock it?”

“No need.” He gestured for her to enter.

The reception area was clean and small but must have been decorated before her time. Between the couch with the plastic cover, the mahogany desk, and the cushioned metal chair, the place looked as if it had been designed in the sixties. They even had a typewriter on the desk, sitting under a plastic cover yellowed with age.

“You got rotary phones too?”

“I’m amazed you even know what those are.” Conroy walked past her to a single door across from the main one. “People see the name of the office and they think boring. They see the furniture, they think old and boring.”

“Just what I was thinking.” Sarah peeked under the typewriter cover. “I hope you don’t expect me to use this stuff.”

Conroy shook his head as he opened the inner office door. “Don’t worry.” He pointed at the couch. “You can put your bag there. We’ll stow it later. Right now, it’s time to meet the gang.”

Sarah set her duffel bag on the cheap couch. A little knot formed in her stomach. In the army, joining a new unit was tricky. In the army, new people on a fireteam meant unknown behavior on a mission. Until everyone understood the new guy—or new girl—the tension would be high.

And Sarah was the newbie.

The door sat slightly ajar. Sarah gave it a little push, and it opened, the hinges squeaking. The room beyond looked like an old-style executive office, probably three times as large as the reception area, which wasn’t saying much. Pictures decorated the walls, including one that looked like a 1950s advertisement for a burger joint. A more modern desk sat at the opposite end of the room, facing the door.

Three people, two men and a woman, sat on a beige couch that looked newer than the rest of the furniture. They smiled at her. 

At the other end of the room, a middle-aged man sat in a high-backed office chair. He stood. “Welcome, Ms. Monroe. I’m David Theobald.”

“Thank you, sir,” Sarah said. “And it’s just Sarah.”

“Of course. And it’s David.” He spoke with a slight British accent, as if he’d immigrated many years before but hadn’t quite shaken it off yet. He gestured to her left. “Allow me to introduce the other members of the team.”

The people on the couch all stood. Wearing a pantsuit, the redheaded woman, slightly taller than Sarah, stepped forward first. Her smile was warm and inviting. “Hi, Sarah. Remember me?”

Sarah stared at her a moment. She looked familiar, but Sarah couldn’t remember from where. 

When Sarah shook her head, the woman smiled. “I babysat you a couple of times back in high school. Well, when I was in high school.”

“What’s wrong?” Conroy asked. “You don’t remember your cousin?”

Sarah blinked. “Shelly? Shelly Haverson?”

“That’s right. It’s Carter now.” Her smile was as big as Sarah suddenly remembered. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Yeah.” Sarah wasn’t sure if she should hug Shelly, but Shelly decided for her, hugging Sarah tightly. When they separated, Shelly nodded toward Conroy. “Uncle never said anything?”

“No, of course not.” Sarah looked at Conroy and crossed her arms.

Conroy snickered. “Why ruin the surprise?”

“What else did you leave out?” Sarah unfolded her arms but wasn’t sure what to do with them. Finally, she just gestured at Shelly. “Wow, it’s been, what, twelve years? Conroy told me you were studying to be a therapist.”

“Yeah, that’s what I do now.” Shelly patted the arm of the man next to her. “This is my husband, John.”

He held out his hand. “John Carter.”

“Of Mars?” Sarah winced when John didn’t smile. “Sorry. I guess you’ve heard that a million times.”

“Not as often as you’d think.” He was somewhere in his thirties, several years older than Shelly at least, and handsome. John’s voice was level and even. He didn’t smile, but his shoulders were relaxed. He had on khaki pants and a long-sleeved collared shirt. “Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks.” 

Sarah didn’t miss the way Shelly’s lips parted when she looked at John, but John didn’t return the gaze. Instead, he eyed Sarah carefully, and she forced herself not to frown. He was doing what she expected all of them to do—to figure out if she would be useful or a liability.

“Andrew Carlson.” The man came out from behind Shelly and John and held out his hand. For a moment, Sarah just stared at him. He stood a head taller, and he couldn’t have been older than thirty. His hair was longer than she preferred but not shoulder length, which she hated. With his jeans, collared shirt, and two-day growth of beard, he was the most casual person present. Sarah had spent just enough time in the military to learn to hate the scruffy look, but she still couldn’t take her eyes off him.

When she didn’t react, he spoke again. “Good to meet you.” Gently, he nudged her arm with his outstretched hand.

She half-smiled and shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.” His grip was firm but pleasant. When they finished shaking, he tried to pull his hand away, but Sarah gripped it a few seconds longer than she should have. Then she released him, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

Something soft brushed up against Sarah’s calf. A small black cat circled around her, wrapping its tail around her leg. It meowed at her.

“And that’s Asuka,” David said.

Sarah stared at the creature as it sat next to her, leaning against her leg. “You keep a lot of pets here?”

“Animals can sense the supernatural,” Conroy said. “We keep her around as sort of a guard, I guess you could say.”

The creature did a figure eight through Sarah’s legs. She reached down and stroked the animal. “With all due respect, a dog would make a better guard.”

“A dog would do,” David said. “But a cat doesn’t mess the carpet.”

“Oh.” Sarah knelt and rubbed the top of the cat’s head, and it purred in response. “So it’s on the team, then?”

“She is, in a manner of speaking.” David chuckled. “And since she seems to like you, allow me to welcome you to RoSo.”

“I’m assuming Conroy told you what that stands for?” Andrew asked.

“They told me at Fort Carson.” She turned and glared at Conroy, but he just smiled. “The Roosevelt Society.” She hesitated, not wanting to ask at first. “As in FDR?”

David smiled. “As in Theodore. Our former president was something of an adventurer in his day. During his travels, he had encounters he couldn’t quite explain. During his presidency, he formed our group to investigate creatures from realms other than our own, as he termed it.”

Sarah shrugged. “I thought you guys were privately funded, not government.”

“RoSo used to be part of the government,” David said. “But it was defunded in the seventies. We’ve been privately funded ever since.”

“Used to answer to the FBI at one point,” Conroy said. “Then later the CIA.”

“X-Files, huh?”

Conroy shook his head. “No, I never knew Mulder or Scully. The few government people we deal with today are in Homeland Security.”

“Through them, we get a lot of red tape cut,” David said. “On paper, we are a civilian group working with the archival recovery teams at National Archives, helping them to retrieve historical documents. In truth, other than the special recovery teams, only the director of Homeland Security knows about us. And the president, of course.”

“Yeah, top secret,” Sarah said. “This rear-echelon goon at Fort Carson told me I’d get in trouble if I talked to people about my experience without permission.”

“That’s still true, I’m afraid.” David sighed. “It’s a bit of a chaotic relationship, depending on the administration. The current one has been hands-off so far. Previous ones have been more involved, for good and bad.”

“I can imagine.” Sarah remembered the same thing from the military. Administrations in the past had either supported the military or screwed them.

“Speaking of which,” Conroy said. “Sarah saw Ambrose and his people at DIA.”

“Really?” He turned to Sarah. “You’re sure it was him?”

“It was the same guy who debriefed me at Fort Carson,” she said.

David nodded. “That would be Ambrose, then.”

“Something big going on in the world we don’t know about?” Conroy asked.

“No.” David wrinkled his brow. “At least, not anything my contacts in Washington have told me.”

“What events?” Sarah asked. “What’s the big deal?”

“DIA is a rally point for certain people during events that threaten civilization,” John said.

“Why DIA?” Sarah’s eyes grew wide. “Wait a minute. The bunker? I thought that was just a myth.”

“Think again,” Andrew said.

Sarah looked at him and then at David. She pointed outside the room. “You mean, right now, under Denver International Airport is a bunker for the country’s elite? That thing’s actually real?”

David nodded. “When they built Denver International Airport, they surreptitiously built a bunker to house anyone deemed important.”

“Meaning anyone but us.” Sarah chuckled, but without humor. “Our tax dollars at work.”

“Indeed.” David folded his arms. “Did Ambrose see you?”

“No, I don’t think so. I doubt he would have remembered me, anyway.”

“If he met you at Fort Carson, he would have remembered you. He always remembers a face.” David thought for a moment. “I’ll look into it. In the meantime, it appears the family has been checked into Morrison.”

Shelly let out her breath. “Thank God. How are they?”

“Unknown.” David turned and went to his desk. “You and John should go see them.”

“Wait, what family?” Sarah looked at Conroy. “And what’s in Morrison?”

“The Morrison Facility, we call it. It’s…” David cleared his throat and looked at John. “It might be better if you read the report. When it’s written.” John shrugged as David picked up a manila folder off his desk. “Also, I have information about whatever Pendleton said they wanted to secure.”

Sarah started to ask who Pendleton was, but Conroy spoke first. “What do we know?”

“A relic of some sort was stolen from a collector.” David handed the folder to Conroy. “Apparently, a recovery team was en route from Washington to examine it, but the collector reported it stolen before they could arrive.”

“What do we know about the relic?” Shelly asked.

David shrugged. “Ambrose and the SRTs are keeping it hush-hush. All we know is that it is a dial of some sort, and it is of Greek origin. There’s an artist’s rendering in the file.”

Conroy pulled a page from the folder so Sarah could see it. It did appear to be a dial or perhaps a gear. Nine holes lined the gear, starting in the center and spiraling outward. Some sort of writing, what she assumed was Greek, wrapped around each hole. 

“I’m afraid that’s all we have,” David said. “The file has additional details regarding the SRT team sent to retrieve the object, but it doesn’t provide any information on the device itself.”

“If they’re not even mentioning the name of whatever this is, then it must be classified.” John examined the picture. “Is this what Ambrose’s assistant was talking about?”

“Maybe,” Conroy said and then handed the file to Andrew. “Why don’t you show this to Ian and Mary? They may have a better idea of what this is.”

“Way ahead of you,” David said. “I sent them an e-mail with details. Andrew, perhaps you should go see them.”

Andrew nodded. “Yeah, okay.” He jabbed a thumb at Sarah. “How about I take the new kid on the block along? Be a good one for her to warm up on.”

Sarah had to force herself not to grit her teeth. “Sounds good. How hard can it be?”

“Not too hard, I hope.” Andrew said it with a smile. “I don’t want to overwhelm you.”

David interrupted before Sarah could respond. “Perhaps it would be better if you stayed here so we can go over the basics.”

“I think I’ll go with him.” Sarah stopped Conroy when he started to say something. “We’re just going to ask some people questions, right? I’ll be fine.”

“Andrew, just use kid gloves, okay?” Conroy ignored Sarah as she glared at him. “Don’t want to go in over her head on her first day.”

“Yeah, good point.” He looked at her. “I’ll treat her like a delicate flower.”

She tried to keep the irritation off her face, but Andrew’s smile told her she’d failed. “Fine.”

“Then it’s settled.” David tossed her a small key, which she barely caught. “It works on the main entrance after hours, as well as the gym.”

“You have a gym?” Sarah asked.

“Yes, we have a gym. In the basement.” David smiled broadly. “Welcome to the family.”

Andrew nudged her gently. “Ready, flower?”

He strode out of the office before Sarah could respond. Asuka brushed against her leg and meowed just as Sarah started after Andrew. She caught Conroy’s reflection in the glass of the office door, stifling his laughter.

 

~~~

 

Sarah stared out the passenger window of the muscle car, listening to its engine. The fact Andrew had a Shelby Cobra meant he couldn’t be all bad. “Nice wheels. Sixty-nine?”

“Yeah.”

“Trust fund?”

He grinned. “Hard work. Ever heard of it?”

“Hey, I was army. What do you think?”

Andrew shrugged. “Well, to hear Conroy talk about the army, you’d think they never did anything.”

“What? That jarhead. When I get a hold of him, I’ll—”

Andrew’s body shook as he laughed. “Wow, you take things so seriously. I’m only joking.”

“Ha ha. You’re so funny.” Sarah looked out the passenger window again, trying to avoid looking at the smile that crept onto Andrew’s face. Hazing was normal in the military when someone joined a new unit. She knew she should’ve caught that and didn’t understand why she didn’t.

After a moment, she realized she was smiling too. Quickly, Sarah hid her expression, hoping Andrew wouldn’t notice. She tried to focus on the shops and stores they passed. Colfax Avenue hadn’t really changed. A few convenience stores had had facelifts since she’d last seen them, but she still spotted stores and restaurants that had been there since before she was born.

“Miss it?” he asked.

Sarah looked at him, trying to decide if he was teasing her or not. He stared out the windshield through a set of aviator sunglasses, though his head was turned slightly in her direction. 

Finally, Sarah gave a small shrug. “I guess.” She pointed at a Chinese restaurant on the corner. “I got kicked out of there when I was in high school.”

“Troublemaker, huh?”

“You have no idea.” She laughed, remembering the time she had sneaked into the abandoned girl’s school in Boulder and then run from campus security. That had been a little over four years before, but it seemed longer. All of her high-school friends had left Denver and gone to different parts of the country. Everything she had done with them might as well have been from another life.

“Figures,” he said.

“What?”

“You look like a troublemaker.”

She managed to stop herself from frowning, deciding she wasn’t going to let him get to her. “That was another time.”

He kept one hand on the steering wheel and the other on his thigh. Sarah’s eyes lingered on his thigh for a moment before taking a deep breath and looking ahead. She couldn’t learn about the ropes of the new job if she was thinking about… that sort of thing. Last time she opened up to someone, it had gone off the rails. Never again.

“So you’re from Denver too?” she asked, trying to keep her mind off unpleasant thoughts.

“Yeah,” he said. “We’re all from Colorado. Well, except for David, as you probably guessed. But he’s been in Denver long enough to know the city as well as any local.”

“I guess that would help.” Sarah hesitated before asking her next question. “So what’s David like?”

Andrew glanced at Sarah over the top of his shades. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what’s it like working for him? How well does he know this job?”

“He’s been doing it since before you were born,” Andrew said. “Why do you ask?”

“I guess I’m just trying to figure out what the new boss is like.”

“Ah.” He pulled to a stop at a red light. “I’ve worked with him for over ten years now. He’s professional and knowledgeable. Even about the military, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

She winced. “I guess I’ve had negative experiences with nonmilitary.”

“Oh.” The light changed, and Andrew accelerated. “Yeah, things are different with RoSo. You know how you trust Conroy? I trust David the same way.”

Sarah resisted the urge to hide behind her hair. Questioning the boss’s ability on day one wasn’t really a career-advancing maneuver. She cleared her throat. “So you’ve been doing this ten years?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Is that when you…” She grasped at the air for a moment. “When you first saw something?”

“Had my first encounter?” He shook his head. “No, it was before that. I was thirteen when that happened.”

“What’d you see?” She looked at him. “Ghosts?”

He smiled, but the smile was more polite than amused. “I saw vampires kill my neighbors.”

“Oh.” She pursed her lips. “Sorry I asked.”

“Don’t be. Yours was worse.”

She looked at him. “You know about that?”

He nodded. “Well, I read the file, anyway.”

“Oh.” Sarah changed the subject. “Did you meet Conroy and David after the vampires?”

“No, that was later. I didn’t tell anyone about the vampires. Didn’t think anyone would believe me.”

Sarah understood that well enough. She had refused to tell anyone what had happened in the desert. Even when the first sergeant sat down with her, a man she respected more than anyone short of Conroy, she refused to tell him. She hated lying to him, and he hated it when people lied to him, but for some reason, he let it go. Maybe it was because the whole time they spoke, her hands hadn’t stopped shaking. “So how’d you meet them?”

“A few years later, I figured out my neighbors were casting spells.”

“Seriously?” She snorted. “What were they? Witches?”

“Basically, yeah. They were trying to open a gate to the Other. The Other is where—”

“That’s where the supernatural comes from.” When he looked at her, she shrugged. “Conroy gave me an overview on the phone before I got here. Still some details that aren’t clear.”

“Like what?”

“Like what is the Other, exactly? What’s it like?”

“It’s sort of like a parallel reality.” Andrew changed lanes and continued. “Some call it a realm of undifferentiated thought. It exists in the same space as we do but on another plane of existence.”

“Sounds like H.P. Lovecraft.”

Andrew gave a short laugh. “Okay, if you read Lovecraft, you can’t be all that bad.”

A thrill coursed through her as she wondered what other books they had both read. She pushed the thought aside. “You seem to have bad luck with neighbors.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Seems like it. The house where the vampires attacked remained abandoned for a few years. When I was a senior in high school, new people moved in even though the yard was a mess and the interior was a wreck.”

A smile spread across her face. “And exactly how would you know what the interior looked like?”

“What, you think you cornered the market on causing trouble?” He winked at her and then turned back to the road. “At night, I noticed strange lights inside, as if they’d started up a silent disco. So I snuck out, broke in, and saw them in the basement in the middle of some sort of ritual.”

“Casting spells?”

“That’s right. They probably thought that because supernatural creatures—in this case, vampires—had killed people there, that would give the place potential.”

Sarah shook her head. “Potential?”

“More susceptible to opening a passage from this world to the Other.”

“Did they succeed?”

“Not quite.” He lowered his voice. “Well, David and Conroy showed up in the middle of it, and together we wrecked their plans. The two of them weren’t very happy about me being there.”

“Can’t imagine why. Then they actually let you in the club, huh?”

“Hey, they let you in too, didn’t they?” He made a left turn into a parking lot surrounded by a chain-link fence. A sign near the entrance warned that violators would be towed. “We’re here, flower.”

Flower? Sarah slowly let her breath out, mentally counting to five. “So they’re researching this dial thing, or whatever.”

“Pretty much.” He pulled into a parking space, and they exited the car. The number of empty parking spaces surprised her. Parking was at such a premium in Denver that finding an empty spot was like finding a treasure chest. Even the usual warning signs about being towed, of which the parking lot had plenty, weren’t always a deterrent.

They walked around the parking lot toward the side of a nearby storefront facing Colfax Avenue. Gaudy beads hung on the inside of the store windows, along with a neon sign proclaiming the shop as East Denver New Age. The two-story building looked like the type where the shop was on the first level and an apartment on the second.

“Are these guys colleagues or something?” Sarah asked.

“Sort of,” Andrew said. “They’re not technically part of RoSo, but we still work together.”

A bell hanging from the top of the door jingled when Andrew opened it. Inside, candles, books, cheap jewelry, and various other new age knickknacks covered rows of shelves. A glass counter displayed tarot cards and what looked like coins with strange symbols on them. The place looked like every new age shop Sarah had ever seen.

Beads hanging from a doorway behind the counter rattled, and a woman not much older than Sarah emerged. She smiled at Sarah as she adjusted the beads in her hair. “You must be Sarah.”

“And you must be Mary.” Sarah smiled back. “Looks like I’m famous.”

“All the newbs are.” A man a full head taller than Mary came up behind her, putting his hands on her shoulders as he stepped around her. His voice was deep but friendly. He held out a hand. “I’m Ian.”

Sarah took it. “Nice to meet you.”

He held her hand for a few seconds, running his fingers along her palm. “Still apprehensive.” He glanced at Andrew and then back at her before smiling and releasing her hand. “Can’t blame you after what you’ve been through.”

“What, does everyone know?” Sarah looked at Andrew. “Did you tell the president about it too?”

“Don’t be upset.” Mary walked over and patted Sarah’s arm. “To be honest, as terrifying as it was for you, you’re lucky to have survived. Supplicants aren’t always kind.” Mary held up a hand. “That would be a type three, what you saw in the desert.”

“Supplicant, huh?” Sarah worked her mouth a little. “That sounds better than ‘type three.’”

“That’s what we keep telling these guys.” Ian nodded toward Andrew. “And for your information, we call type ones phantasms and type twos aberrants.” He waved his hand in the air. “You’ve probably already seen the worst the supernatural has to offer.”

“That doesn’t make me feel much better,” Sarah said.

Ian tilted his head. “I suppose not.”

“Supplicants are rooted in one place,” Mary said. “They can’t venture very far from the anchor that tethers them to the Other. So what you saw in the desert can’t come after you.”

Sarah’s shoulders relaxed. The idea that that thing was stuck in the sandbox satisfied a worry she hadn’t been aware of until then. Or maybe it was a worry she hadn’t wanted to acknowledge.

“Mostly, we deal with type twos,” Andrew said. “Type ones are usually just annoyances, disembodied voices or strange shapes, that sort of thing. But they can become powerful.”

“Like at the house,” Ian said. “A phantasm possessed someone, didn’t it?”

Andrew nodded. “Yeah. It was pretty strong too. Even in the daytime.”

“The house you were talking about at the office?” Sarah asked.

“The same.” Andrew gave her a quick explanation of what happened at the house. 

Sarah listened, her eyes widening as he told her about the possessed father, how he’d tormented the family, and how they’d freed him.

Sarah didn’t speak until Andrew was done. “My God. Are they going to be okay?”

“Hopefully.” Andrew looked at Ian and Mary. “They’re in Morrison as of this morning.”

“That’s the Morrison Facility David was talking about.” Sarah shook her head. “I’m guessing it’s an insane asylum.”

“It’s psychiatric facility, Sarah.” Mary had her hands on her hips. “A place of healing. They help people, either unfortunate victims or even practitioners.”

Sarah wondered if that’s where she would end up… gibbering in a padded room. “Practitioners?”

“Us.” Ian pointed at Mary and himself. “People who can contact the Other without repercussions.”

“Ian and Mary are witches,” Andrew said.

“Really?” Sarah did a double take. “Cool. You guys cast spells?”

“Something like that,” Mary said. “More than anything, we seek knowledge.”

“What sorts of knowledge?” Sarah asked.

Ian stretched his hands outward. “Secrets of the universe. We want to learn, to better ourselves.”

“Just don’t go crazy doing it.” Andrew started to lean against the counter, but Mary waved him off. Andrew instead stood straight with crossed arms. “And no permanent gates.”

Mary smiled with her lips pressed together. “We know what we’re doing, Andrew.”

“Speaking of which,” Ian said, “did you close the gate at that house?”

Andrew grimaced, tilting his head. “We put a piece of plywood over and stacked bricks on top. That’s about it.”

Ian rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, that’s what we call covering a bullet hole with a Band-Aid. We need to take a look.”

“Fine with me,” Andrew said. “Just don’t let Ambrose find out. You need the address?”

Ian shook his head. “Conroy already gave it to us.”

“Figures. You can get in without getting caught?”

“Of course.” Ian looked at Mary, who just smiled. “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it.”

“Sounds good,” Andrew said. “There’s just one other thing.”

“Right. I got the pictures from David.” Ian went into the back room for a few seconds. Upon his return, he held up a tablet showing the image of the gear Sarah had seen earlier at the office. “A collector had that piece, huh?”

“That’s my understanding,” Andrew said. “Any clue what it is?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid so. I saw pictures of it back when I worked at NARA.” Ian’s lips tightened. “It looks like a piece of the Antikythera mechanism.”

“Anti-what?” Sarah asked.

“Antikythera,” Mary said. “It’s an island off the coast of Greece. They found a series of gears and dials off the island’s coast in 1900. Most people believe that the complete device was a water clock of some sort, likely an astronomical calendar.”

“It’s probably much more than that,” Ian said. “Most people on the special recovery teams thought the device had something to do with power from the Other. They tried building one, but they could never figure out precisely how all the gears fit. That piece stands out, though.”

“How?” Andrew asked.

Ian gestured at the image. “Experts at NARA thought it was central to the whole mechanism.”

“And no one knows what it does?” Sarah asked.

“Archimedes was a genius,” Mary said. “If he designed the machine, then God only knows what it does. But it probably had something to do with channeling power from the Other.”

“Anything else you can tell me?” Andrew asked.

Ian shook his head. “I’m not with NARA anymore. Frankly, you guys can probably learn more than I can. I’m just going off memory.”

Mary patted Andrew on the shoulder. “Keep us in the loop, okay?”

Andrew nodded. “You bet.”

“One other thing.” Ian passed the hanging beads again and returned seconds later, carrying a wooden container a little larger than a cigar box. Geometric shapes covered the lid, while line drawings that looked oriental or druidic covered the rest of the box. “Take this.”

Andrew took the box. “What’s it for?”

“If you find the device, put it in here,” Ian said.

“What happens if we don’t?” Sarah asked.

“Nothing, hopefully,” Mary said. “It’s possible this thing is a relic of power, so that’s just a safety measure.”

Sarah stared at the box. “You mean the thing is magical?”

“Maybe.” Ian held up his tablet. “If the gear is imbued with power from the Other, then it is potentially dangerous. This box will shield that power from outside influence.” He waved his hand toward the box. “Even in the box, though, you should still be careful with it.”

“Oh, and try not to touch the gear,” Mary said. “Relics like this are unpredictable in how they interact with us.”

“Understood.” Andrew shook Ian’s hand and then Mary’s. “Thanks for the help, guys.”

“Sure.” Ian nodded at Sarah. “Stay safe, newbie, okay?”

Sarah tried to laugh, but it came out as a nervous stutter. “I’m starting to think I was safer in the sandbox with the Taliban.”

 

~~~

 

Shelly managed to dig her ID card from the bottom of her purse as they approached the automatic sliding doors at the facility entrance. John already had his ID ready.

Surrounded by wide-open spaces, the facility looked like any other hospital, with immaculately cut grass, a parking lot with lots of open spaces, and even a water fountain out front. Patients, doctors, and visitors went in and out like at any other medical facility. Technically, the Roosevelt Facility of Health and Recovery in Morrison, Colorado was a fully functional hospital.

“You knew her pretty well?”

Shelly had to take a moment to determine whom John was referring to. “Sarah? Sort of. I babysat her a few times before my family and I moved to Black Forest.”

“Oh.” John thought for a moment. “And now she’s on the team.”

“Yeah. That is weird, isn’t it?” Shelly hadn’t thought about what a coincidence it was until just then. She still remembered the precocious twelve-year-old who had stacked chairs on the sofa so she could climb up to swing from the ceiling fan.

The entrance doors slid open as Shelly and John approached, and they entered the main lobby. She sighed with relief to see Earl at the front desk. Most of the staff were agreeable, but Earl was the best at handling patients, particularly those who’d had contact with the Other. Of all the people she wanted to greet the family from Lyons and to help them get settled in, he was her first choice.

“Good morning, Dr. Carter.” Earl gave Shelly a smile and then nodded at John. “Mr. Carter.” John nodded in return.

“How are things, Earl?” Shelly handed him her badge as John did the same.

“Can’t complain.” Earl took a cursory glance at their badges, mostly as a formality. He was older, in his midfifties, and had been working as part of the staff at the Morrison Facility for three years, having come up from Austin, where he’d worked at a retirement facility… and had seen a ghoul feeding on the residents. “The new patients just arrived. Guess you already knew that, huh?”

“Yeah,” Shelly said. “How are they?”

“They looked okay to me. It seemed like Ambrose’s people didn’t treat them too badly.”

“That’s a relief.” Shelly took her badge when Earl handed it back. “How about the girl?”

Earl took a deep breath. “She looked pretty scared, Doc.”

Shelly frowned. “You think Ambrose did that?”

“Nah, I don’t think so. She was fine until she came through the door.” He sighed. “I’m not the expert, but it was almost like she saw something when she got here.”

“I see.” 

Stories had being floating around the hospital for years about an entity roaming the halls, something only a handful of patients had seen. Likely, it was a side effect of direct contact with the Other. Delusions, both visual and auditory, weren’t uncommon.

Earl returned John’s badge. “The girl’s in one of the waiting rooms. Room…” He looked down at his desk to check a logbook. “Room 103. The parents are staying in 305.”

“Why so far apart?” John asked.

“Ambrose himself requested the separation,” Earl said. “Didn’t say why, and the doctors approved it.”

Shelly frowned. She would’ve recommended the same thing, given the possibility of abuse, but Ambrose usually didn’t concern himself with such things. “Thanks, Earl.”

“You bet. You two take care now.”

“Will do,” John said.

Earl buzzed them in. As soon as the doors opened, something down the hall crashed, followed by unintelligible shouting. The few visitors in the waiting room stood, trying to get a good look at what was going on down the secure wing.

“Oh hell.” Earl ran down the hall, his shoes squeaking on the tile floor. Shelly hurried after him. A picture frame lay on the floor, having left holes in the wall where it had once been attached—no easy feat, given maintenance kept the pictures well secured to avoid that sort of accident. On the floor beneath the place where the picture once hung lay a young man in hospital scrubs. His hair was unkempt, as if he hadn’t combed it in a week. He scrambled to his feet and stared at Shelly for a moment, his eyes wide and lips trembling. He started toward her and then stopped when John stepped in front of her.

“Now, sir, calm down.” Earl was already at the man’s side. 

The man took a step away from Earl. Behind him, the orderlies readied themselves. One of them had a bloody nose.

Earl caught the man before he could run in another direction. Even at his age, Earl was big enough he could handle most people in the hospital with ease. Fortunately, he also handled them gently.

Earl gripped the young man’s shoulders. “Sir, you are safe here, understand?” The man struggled as he shook violently, but Earl had hold of him. “It’s okay, sir. What got you out there can’t come in here. Understand?”

The young man stopped shaking and looked back at the orderlies, who kept a respectful distance. Almost everyone who worked in the secure wing of the Morrison Facility had seen the supernatural. As a result, they were usually sympathetic, even if they did get hurt by a patient now and then. They’d all been there.

“They killed my mother.” The young man’s voice cracked as he spoke. “They… they drank her blood.”

“I know.” Earl patted the man on the back. “I’m real sorry that happened.”

“They’re out there still.” The man looked at Shelly. “Aren’t they?”

“Nah,” Earl said. “When our people find a batch of them, they get rid of ’em pretty quick.”

“Really?” The man looked up at Earl, who just smiled and nodded. Shelly had always thought Earl would make a good therapist. He knew as well as Shelly that creatures like the vampires that killed that man’s mother didn’t really disappear for good. They usually just moved on to a new city.

“Let us help you. Okay?”

The man nodded. His shoulders slumped, and he would’ve fallen if Earl hadn’t been there to catch him. Earl guided the young man to the orderlies, who in turn led him down the hall and returned him to his room.

Earl looked back at Shelly. She smiled at him. “You have a heart of gold, Earl.”

He shrugged. “Just doing what I can.” He gave her and John a little salute as he went back to the front desk.

Shelly walked down the hall toward Samantha’s room, with John behind her. Her shoes clacked on the tile floor. John touched the small of her back, removing his hand if a doctor or nurse came into view. It made Shelly smile. They’d only been married a few years, but as long as she had known him, he had been reserved, even when she first met him in Black Forest.

Black Forest. She had been a senior in high school when men in the shape of wolves broke into her home. In a split second, she knew beyond a doubt that monsters were real. They were going to eat her and her family alive and set fire to everything around her. Seconds later, the wolves were dead, torn to pieces by a creature she never really saw. The thing then whisked her out of her burning home and into the night, flying through the trees a good twenty feet off the ground before dumping Shelly in a pile of pine needles somewhere deep in the forest.

She spent two days alone in Black Forest. The creature that had rescued her left, or she simply couldn’t see it. During what little sleep she had, she could’ve sworn it was there, only to be gone when her eyes fluttered open. When she thought she would die out there among the ponderosa pines, a young man touched her cheek. She opened her eyes to see John for the first time. He grasped her hands, and when he did, she had felt that, in spite of all that happened, she would recover.

Shelly knocked briefly on door 103 but didn’t wait for a response before entering. The one orderly in the room turned and nodded at both of them. Shelly didn’t recognize the man, which meant he was new. He didn’t question John’s presence, though, which meant someone had explained the situation to him. Typically, a therapist never had a guest in a session, but they weren’t there for a session. For the time being, they were just interviewing her about what happened to her. The orderly simply left without a word.

The room looked a lot like a typical living room in a lot of ways, which was done on purpose. The paintings and drapes, along with the lamps on end tables around a sofa, were meant to convey a sense of normalcy. The lights always stayed on, even at night. People who had seen the Other found the dark unpleasant.

A simple padded chair, for the therapist, rested in front of a desk. Three overstuffed chairs faced the first chair. Samantha sat cross-legged in one of the overstuffed chairs. She stared at Shelly and John, her eyes just as wide and terrified as they had been when Shelly last saw her. “This place is scary.”

John took one of the overstuffed chairs, while Shelly sat in the chair in front of Samantha. “There’s nothing here to be scared of. You’re safe here.”

“It’s still scary.” Her gaze moved up, to just behind Shelly. 

Slowly, Shelly turned, but nothing was there. When she looked back, Samantha was still staring at the same spot behind Shelly.

“What do you see?” John asked.

Her shoulders relaxed as she let her breath out. “He’s gone now.”

Shelly resisted the urge to look behind her again. “Who’s gone?”

“The man.” She pulled her knees up under her chin. “He’s been looking at me since I got here.”

“Do you know why?” John inched toward her, resting his elbows on his knees.

“Because the boy is pointing at me.”

“The boy?” John glanced behind the desk. 

Considering the angle, Shelly doubted Samantha could’ve seen where John was looking, but she responded as if she could. 

Samantha shook her head. “You can’t see him.”

“Why not?” John asked.

“He doesn’t want you to,” Samantha said.

Shelly leaned closer. “The man?”

Samantha shook her head. “The boy. The man doesn’t know how to show himself.”

Shelly looked up at John, who shifted in his chair. She took a breath. “What about at the house, Samantha. Can we talk about that?”

“He won’t let me.”

“The boy?” John asked.

“No. Him.”

Shelly shook her head. “Who?” A thought occurred to her. “The one that possessed your father?”

“No.” Her head whipped upward, staring at a point above Shelly. “Don’t do that.”

“What—” Something went down Shelly’s neck, like fingers tracing her spine. She stood, knocking over the chair as she scanned the room behind her. Nothing. She could’ve sworn that—

Shelly let out a shout when John put his hands on her shoulder. 

He gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Sorry.” He stepped in front of her. “What happened?”

“Someone…” She looked around, expecting something to come out of hiding. “Someone touched me.”

“The boy’s crying.” Samantha put her feet on the floor and gripped the arms of the chair. She stared straight ahead with a blank expression. “Pa said Arapaho were peaceful. But I don’t think they were Arapaho.” Her tone had changed, becoming childlike. “Someone yelled, ‘Apache,’ and then an arrow stuck out of him… out of my Pa.”

Shelly started to say something, but John shook his head.

Samantha’s eyes rolled up into her head. “Everyone got stuck with arrows. Even little Claire. I’ll get them back, though.” Her hands squeezed the chair arms until her knuckles turned white. “Even if it takes forever and ever and ever and ever and—”

Samantha gasped as if she had surfaced after being underwater. Her eyes rolled back into view, and her breathing returned to normal. “I hate that.”

A minute passed before Shelly could speak. “Was that the boy?”

Samantha nodded. “He’s mad.”

“At us?” John asked.

“No, at what happened.” Samantha forced a smile. “He likes you. That’s good.” Her smile vanished. “You don’t want to know what it’s like when things like that hate you.” She looked at the floor. “But I know.”

John set the chair back in place, and then Shelly sat down, still staring at Samantha. Watching her claim to channel the boy could be a sign of acute onset, causing her to break away from reality. The stress from her father’s possession was the most likely culprit. Then again, Shelly recalled the fake smiles in the family photos. The cause may have been much earlier.

John sat back down in the chair next to her. “Does that happen often?”

For the first time, Samantha looked at John. She stared for a few seconds before answering. “For as long as I can remember. They come to you, and they won’t leave because they know you know they’re there. Most try to make you hate them. They like it when you hate them. If you don’t hate them, they’ll leave. That’s the trick.” She grinned. “Happiness a day keeps the devil away.”

“Is that why the boy stays?” Shelly asked. “People hate him.”

“His hate keeps him here.” She looked at Shelly. “The boy sees things in you.”

Shelly thought she felt a prickling on the back of her neck but ignored it. “What sorts of things?”

Samantha pulled her feet off the floor to sit cross-legged in the chair. She rested her hands on her knees and closed her eyes. “There’s a monster in the woods.”

Shelly caught her breath. “What did you say?”

“Not the one you’re thinking of,” Samantha said. “Something else. He was in the woods, but now he’s here.”

“Who is he?” John asked.

“He is panic.” Samantha opened her eyes “He came, and I couldn’t stop him.”

“He came into your house?” The hairs on the back of Shelly’s neck rose. “Was he… Was he in your father?”

“No, that was something else,” she said. “I mean the other one. He came through the hole my dad was digging. I don’t know where he went after that.” Samantha’s lower lip quivered. “My dad’s here, isn’t he?”

“Yes,” Shelly said. “Do you want to see him?”

“No.” She shook her head. “No, I don’t want anything to do with him.”

“That wasn’t your father that hurt you,” John said. “What possessed him is gone.”

“My father hurt me.”

“Samantha, that’s not true.” Shelly reached for her. “Your father—”

“He hurt me.” She wrapped her arms around her knees. “He hurt me before that thing entered him. Father hated me. He hated everything. He looked for reasons to be mad. That’s why the evil man came and put… it into my dad.”

Shelly kept her voice as level as she could. “What evil man?”

“The one from the woods.” Samantha’s voice rose in pitch while her arms shook violently. “You have to keep father away from me. He never cared. They never cared.” She lowered her arms, resting them on the arm of the chair, the muscles flexed. “Even after Dad threatened me, Mom didn’t care. She just kept wishing things would go back to normal.”

Samantha bolted out of her chair, her fists at her side, staring at Shelly with gritted teeth. “Keep them both away from me. It wasn’t the monster that changed them. It took advantage of them.”

John rushed to Shelly, putting himself between her and Samantha. Samantha backed away from the sudden movement, still shaking. 

Shelly stepped out from behind John and started to calm Samantha down but then noticed John holding his phone. The text messenger was up and running. Oh no.

Samantha let out a shout as the door flew open. Two orderlies charged in but stopped short of reaching for her. Instead, they waited by the open door. Shelly knew they would have Samantha in restraints at one word from herself or John. Samantha had her hands in front of her, shrieking. Although the orderlies in the Morrison Facility handled the patients very well, Samantha didn’t know that.

“It’s all right.” Shelly spoke to the orderlies as she ran toward Samantha, who cowered behind the chair. Shelly looked up at the orderlies. “Everything’s under control.”

The two orderlies assessed the situation for a moment. Shelly gave them a smile, which she hoped would be enough. Finally, they gave her a quick nod and left, closing the door behind them. After they were gone, Shelly frowned at John. His expression didn’t change.

“Samantha, it’s okay.” Shelly kept her expression as warm as she could manage. “If you don’t want to see your parents, you don’t have to.”

Samantha stared at Shelly for a moment, and then her fists unclenched. Samantha lowered herself into the chair as if it would break under her weight. John seated himself in the chair next to Samantha, not taking his eyes off her.

“Samantha, who came into your home?” Shelly sat back down in her chair. “You said he was called…?”

“Panic.” She curled her lips. “It’s what his name means.”

“Panic?” John asked, but Samantha didn’t respond. She stared at the floor, lost in her own world. Shelly sighed. She’d seen it before. Samantha was withdrawing from the world into the safety of her own mind. She wouldn’t answer any more questions, at least not for a while.

Shelly spoke to John. “We should go.” She gave Samantha a friendly smile. “Goodbye, Samantha. I’ll be back, okay?”

When she didn’t respond, Shelly stood. She hadn’t taken a step when Samantha rocketed out of her chair and grasped Shelly’s wrist. Her grip didn’t hurt, but it was strong enough Shelly didn’t think she could break free.

“If you want to save him, you have to go into the house.” Samantha stood hunched over, as if ready to spring forward, her eyes wide. “Even if it kills you.”

Shelly stared, astonished. When John started to pry her away, she held up her hand. “What do you mean?”

“He will die if you don’t.” Samantha looked at John and then back at Shelly. “That’s what the boy says.” She released Shelly and sat down again. “I don’t know what that means.”

Shelly stared at Samantha, confused. What house? 

After a moment, John touched her arm to get her attention. He nodded at the door, to which Shelly simply nodded. Samantha sat in the chair with her knees up to her chin again, rocking back and forth as they left, even as Shelly and John closed the door, leaving her alone in the room.

Outside, Shelly spoke to the orderlies. “Give her a few moments and then take her to her room.”

The orderlies nodded and continued to wait outside while Shelly walked down the hall with John. Poor girl. Samantha had seen more than most adults had. The fact she was responsive was good, but she still needed help.

“Everything okay?” John asked.

Shelly stopped in the hall and turned on him. “Sometimes you treat me like I’m made of glass.”

John shook his head. “What do you mean?”

“Why did you text the orderlies? It was under control.”

“We couldn’t have known that at the time.”

“We?” She folded her arms. “I knew she was fine.”

“She could’ve become violent,” John said.

“She’s sixteen. How could she be a problem?”

“I’ve seen it before, Shelly.” He put his hand in hers. “So have you.”

“Even if there were a problem, I should be the one to make that call, not you.”

His eyes drifted for a moment as he thought about it. Finally, he nodded. “You’re right. It won’t happen again.”

Shelly sighed. She knew her husband well enough. His pessimism was getting the better of him, and he was assuming the worst. He had a habit of that. At the same time, she couldn’t blame him. He’d been doing this job since before they met.

After John had found her in Black Forest, he let her call him when she was scared. The odd cheerfulness in his voice helped keep the nightmares away. He wanted her to be okay and was willing to just talk. She wasn’t sure at what point she had fallen in love with John, but she was glad she had. Therapists often said relationships born of a stressful situation didn’t last long. Shelly didn’t care what they thought.

But that exuberance he’d had before was melting away into depression. That happened to people in their line of work. Seeing monsters destroy innocents made one question the purpose of things. To see it in the man she loved, the man she’d married while she was still in college, made her want to hold him the way he had held her back in Black Forest and tell him everything would be fine.

They used to watch the sunset over the Rockies every chance they got, but they hadn’t done that in months. He’d liked children once. They had even talked about having their own family. Now he avoided the conversation completely.

“John.” She wanted to discuss it with him, but she stopped herself. They had work to do. “Let’s go see what the parents know.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

Shelly recognized the voice before she turned around. Ambrose stood in the middle of the corridor intersection, staring at them.

“What are you talking about?” John asked.

“The parents are being transferred to Camp Hero.” He walked toward them. “My assistant is handling it as we speak.”

“Camp Hero?” Shelly’s face tightened. “They have the proper facilities?”

“Proper enough.” Ambrose stopped in front of them, giving them some space. “From the evidence, the girl is a victim. She belongs here. Her parents, particularly the father, had direct contact with an emergent type-two entity. They can be more properly debriefed at Camp Hero.”

“Debriefed,” John said. “You mean interrogated.”

“Come now, Mr. Carter.” Ambrose clasped his hands in front of him. “You know as well as I do that a person surviving a possession is a rare event. Homeland Security simply wants to verify there are no lasting effects.”

“They need help,” Shelly said. “They just went through hell. Why can’t you debrief them here?”

Ambrose clenched his jaw for a few seconds, betraying the cool exterior he usually showed. “Look, this isn’t my call. The order came from a pay grade higher than mine.” He hesitated. “They’ll be cared for. I promise.”

“At a military base that doesn’t officially exist anymore.” John snorted. “Will they ever see the light of day again?”

“Of course.” He shrugged. “Assuming they aren’t a threat to the outside world.”

“They’re not a threat,” Shelly said. “They’re victims too.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.” Ambrose waved his hand. “You shouldn’t be so concerned. They were abusing her anyway.”

“How would you know?” John asked.

“You saw the pictures in their home,” Ambrose said. “And we found home video on the family laptop.” He raised an eyebrow. “It wasn’t obvious, but you could tell.”

“I’d like to see that for myself,” Shelly said.

“I’ve sent copies of the home movies to David.” Ambrose started to turn but stopped. “They’ll be fine. Trust me.” He turned and disappeared around the corner.

Shelly pressed her lips together. “Did the investors go along with this?”

“Probably. They fund this place and hire the doctors, but Ambrose can pull strings and make their lives difficult.” John shook his head. “Still, he’s right. We shouldn’t worry about the parents.”

“They’re victims,” Shelly said. “They may have abused her, but they still need help.”

“True, but there’s nothing we can do about it now. We can talk to David to see if he can do anything, but right now, Samantha’s our priority.” John looked down the hall at the two orderlies still standing outside Samantha’s door. “There’s a monster in the woods.”

Just hearing the words again made her blood chill. “She also said, ‘Not the one you’re thinking of.’”

“Yeah.” John’s rubbed his chin. “How did she know?”

Shelly chewed her lip. Samantha couldn’t have known about what had happened in Black Forest.

Unless…

“I think Ian and Mary should have a look at her,” she said.

John nodded. “Good idea. If she’s right about the entity in this hospital, she could be a medium.” He furrowed his eyebrow. “What did she mean at the end, anyway?”

Shelly shook her head. “If you want to save him, you have to go into the house.” What house? And save who?

Lost in thought, John continued to stare at the room where Samantha was staying. The last words Samantha had spoken disturbed Shelly the most.

“Even if it kills you.”

 




 





 

Chapter Three

 

 

Andrew glanced at Sarah out of the corner of his eye as he drove back to the office. He resisted the urge to run a yellow light and came to a stop instead. Hurrying when he had a pretty girl in the car didn’t make sense. He sneaked another glance. Blond and petite, she looked as though she was in her early twenties. She was military, though, so she probably wasn’t delicate. Her eyes looked blue, but he didn’t want to stare long enough to get caught.

Sarah had sat quietly until that point, drumming her fingers on the box Ian and Mary had given them. Finally, she spoke. “Supplicant to what?”

He looked at her blankly. “What do you mean?”

“That… thing I saw in the desert. They called it a supplicant. Supplicant to what, though?”

He had to stop himself from smiling. She was thinking about what she’d learned, not just accepting it. That was good. 

“Some serve a higher power, and some don’t,” he said. “It’s just a name.”

“Some do, though.” She chewed her lip. “So the ones they serve…”

“Type fours.”

“What would Ian and Mary call them?”

The light changed, and Andrew drove forward. “Deities.”

“You mean gods?” Sarah snickered, a nervous twitch to it. “Hell, to think there’s something more powerful than…”

“Than what you saw?” He nodded. “Yeah, there might not be a limit to their influence. Hard to say.”

“Why’s that?”

“They’re gone,” he said. “They used to exist, back when power was at its peak, but not any longer.”

“Magic’s all gone, huh?”

“Mostly.” Andrew stopped at yet another light. Colfax had too many lights. “It’s like a tide. Right now, we’re at an ebb.”

“And when we’re at high tide? What’s that like?”

“Every monster you can imagine would roam free across the world, feeding off all the power available. Things like what you encountered wouldn’t have to root themselves somewhere. They could wander anywhere.”

She shuddered. “And gods walked the Earth.”

“Probably.” Andrew waved it off. “That was a long time ago. There’re no records of what it was like, just legends, like Greek myths, that sort of thing.”

“Like Zeus?” She turned and stared at him. “You mean that guy was real? They were all real?”

“Possibly.”

She faced forward again, and he wished he could see what was going on behind her blue eyes… and they were definitely blue—he’d just confirmed that. Not bad. If she’d only smile instead of smirking, that’d be a plus.

“Tides return,” she said at length.

“Yeah, they do.”

“What if it’s coming back now?” She held up her hands. “I mean, you have G-men readying a super-secret underground base at DIA. They must think something bad is happening, right? Maybe in a few years, magic won’t just be a Las Vegas act.”

“Ian and Mary would know if power is returning,” Andrew said. “They keep an eye on these kinds of things.”

“Oh.”

She played with a strand of hair as she stared out the passenger window. Clearly, she was putting two and two together. If magic returned, the djinn she’d encountered would no longer be restricted to the desert. Not a pleasant thought.

He decided to change the subject. “You have your own car?”

She shook her head, still looking out the window. “Nope.”

“Having a ride helps. You don’t expect me to cart you back and forth all the time, do you?”

“How about a company car?”

Andrew laughed. “Yeah, I keep trying to get them to help me pay for maintenance on this thing. The answer’s always a solid no.” He jabbed his thumb toward the trunk. “They like it when we carry a kit around all the time, though. Keeping it in the trunk is less conspicuous.”

“What kind of kit?” She looked at him, one of her eyebrows raised. “For the job?”

He nodded.

“What do you have in there? Stakes, crosses, silver bullets, Peter Cushing—”

“Are you seriously making a joke out of this? You do know what kind of business you’re in now, right?”

“Yeah, I know.” She sighed. “I just keep expecting Bela Lugosi to jump out and declare he never drinks wine.”

“Well, if he does, he won’t say anything,” Andrew said. “More likely, he’ll just drain you dry. And they like to toy with their prey before the kill.”

Sarah grew quiet again, and he said nothing more. She stared out the windshield, her face ashen. 

Oh hell. Depressing the new girl wasn’t his goal, but she had to understand what they were up against. Of course, she probably already did. She’d seen one of the most dangerous creatures ever to manifest from the Other. Constantly reminding her of it probably wasn’t helping.

Andrew’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and put it on speaker, glad for the distraction. “Go.”

“Hey.” It was Conroy. “I’ve got John and Shelly on the line. David’s here too. I’m assuming you didn’t lose Sarah at some point?”

A smile crept onto her face. “Right here, Uncle. What’s up?”

“You guys tell me.”

“The girl’s suffering from acute stress,” Shelly said. “I’m thinking not all of it was from the possession entity.”

“I agree.” David had cut in. “Ambrose was right. The home movies indicate they weren’t the happiest of families, just good at covering it up.”

“Yeah, I was afraid of that.” Shelly sounded somber. “I want to begin therapy as soon as possible to prevent it from becoming full-blown PTSD. But frankly, I’ve seen people in worse shape than her.”

“There’s more.” John sounded farther away, but his voice was still clear. “She claims there’s a spirit haunting the halls of the facility.”

“She wouldn’t be the first to claim that.” Conroy whistled. “You think she’s telling the truth?”

“She convinced me.” John let out a sigh. “She also claims the entity talks to her.”

“That may be from the stress, though,” Shelly said. “I think Ian and Mary should spend time with her at some point, but not until she’s had time to recover.”

“I see.” David hesitated. “When you think the girl’s ready, contact Ian and Mary. What about the parents?”

Shelly paused before answering. “Ambrose is having them sent to Camp Hero.”

“Montauk?” Conroy’s sigh came in clearly over the phone. “Jesus, that’s extreme even for Ambrose.”

Sarah looked at Andrew, an eyebrow raised. “Camp Hero was shut down before I was born.”

Andrew started to speak, but Conroy cut in. “Officially, yes. But they still do research there.”

“Paranormal research,” John said. “This and what Sarah saw at the airport makes me think Ambrose knows more than he’s letting on. Any news about that, David?”

“Still looking into it,” David said.

“Andrew,” Conroy said. “You and our delicate flower learn anything about that Greek dial?”

Andrew couldn’t stop himself from grinning as a disgusted look appeared on Sarah’s face. “Ian remembers reading about the piece from when he worked at NARA. He thinks it’s a primary component of the Antikythera mechanism.”

“That’s what we were afraid of.” Conroy let his breath out slowly. “That means we need to recover it.”

“They said we shouldn’t touch it,” Sarah said, “so they gave us a wine box to carry the thing in. It’s got voodoo cast on it and everything.”

Andrew laughed a little. Maybe letting her cover her fear with humor was the right move for the moment. “But we still have no idea where the gear is.”

“Yes, well, we have a possible lead on that,” David said. “I found the police file and forensics report regarding the initial robbery of the dial. The burglar was sloppy.”

“How so?” John asked.

“He left a print,” Conroy said. “That means he wasn’t a pro.”

“There’s more,” David said. “According to forensics, the vault door had been battered inward.”

Sarah leaned toward the phone. “By what?”

“They’re unsure.” The sound of tapping on a keyboard filtered over the phone as David continued. “The vault door was made of reinforced steel. The machinery necessary to destroy such a door wouldn’t have fit into the hall outside the door. And even if it could, it would’ve destroyed the tile in the hall.”

“That’s not all,” Conroy said. “There was a single indention on the door that, according to officers on the scene, looked like a large footprint.”

“So someone kicked his way in,” Andrew said. When Sarah looked at him strangely, he just nodded. “That’s why he left a fingerprint. He wasn’t a professional. He was a type two.”

“Sounds like it,” Conroy said. “Forensics found hairs of an unknown type at the scene. Of course, that evidence disappeared before forensics could do a thorough analysis.”

John groaned. “Sounds like Ambrose’s work.”

“Most likely,” David said. “They traced the print to a man named Eric Argyle. He lives in Fort Lupton.”

Andrew nodded. “We have an address?”

“Sending it now,” David said.

“Won’t local cops get involved?” Sarah asked.

“Ambrose has taken over the investigation,” David said. “It crosses state lines, so his people masqueraded as FBI and claimed jurisdiction.”

Sarah frowned. “I’m not sure I like the fact Ambrose can just act like he belongs to whatever three-lettered department he wants.”

“I’m inclined to agree, Ms. Monroe, but that’s out of our hands.” He cleared his throat. “I would like for the lot of you to investigate prior to Ambrose’s arrival.”

“We’re on it,” John said.

“Let us know what you find,” Conroy said. “And for the love of God, please be careful. It may be daytime, but remember what happened in Lyons.”

“We were close to a gateway at the house,” Shelly said. “That may have been why the entity was active in the daytime.”

“Possibly,” David said. “Still, be careful.”

“Will do,” John said. “Andrew, meet at the garage?”

“Sounds good. See you there.”

“One last thing,” David said. “Ms. Monroe?”

Sarah knitted her eyebrows. “Yes?”

“This isn’t just reconnaissance. This is potentially the lair of a type-two entity. Do whatever the others instruct you to do. Understand?”

Sarah gave a half smile. “Wilco.”

Andrew hung up and glanced over at her. “Look, why don’t you hang back, okay?” He turned north on Broadway into downtown, close to the office. “It’s your first day on the job. I think it makes more sense if—”

“I’ll be fine.” Before he could say more, she changed the subject. “Could there be another gate near Fort Lupton?”

Andrew thought of changing the subject back but just sighed instead. “Probably not. It’s unlikely there’re two gates so close together, so if there’s a werewolf there, he’ll probably be sleeping. Or at least very groggy.”

She nodded and remained silent for the rest of the car ride. He gripped the steering wheel more tightly then forced himself to relax. That figures. Just as we get a new recruit, everything goes haywire. Andrew focused on the road ahead, trying not to think about how much danger she’d be in over the next few days.

 

~~~

 

Andrew signaled and pulled the Land Rover over into the exit lane onto Highway 85.

In the backseat, John and Shelly sat quietly. Between them was the box Ian and Mary had given them. Andrew was sure they were holding hands, which is what they usually did before a job. In the rearview, he caught the concern on John’s face. He was worried about Shelly. Again.

Andrew counted himself lucky that he had no one in his life. That was for the best, really, given the business they were in. He didn’t care what David and Conroy said—attachments were a bad idea. He didn’t want to experience the pain of losing a loved one.

He glanced over at Sarah as she flipped through the files on her phone, the same files David had sent all of them. Andrew was sure she was on her third read-through. 

Finally, she put her phone in her inside coat pocket. “Thanks for the silver bullets, by the way.”

Andrew shrugged. “No problem. Lucky I had nine millimeter. We rarely carry a caliber that large.”

“You think nine millimeter is large?” Sarah nodded at his jacket. “What do you carry?”

“Something a little smaller.” He lifted up his coat and showed her his Ruger LCP.

She snorted. “What good is that going to do? A .380 won’t go very far.”

“Doesn’t have to,” John said. “Silver’s very effective on werewolves. Too high of a caliber will go right through them.”

“So?”

“So, the silver’s only good if it stays in their bodies,” Andrew said. “That’s why your rounds are low grain.”

“Oh.” She looked at her firearm again and then holstered it. “You know, maybe we could televise this stuff and make a killing.”

“Bad idea,” John said.

Sarah held up a hand. “Yeah, the government gave me the third degree too. I’m just saying, it’d be cool.”

“That’s not what I mean,” John said. “It’s just not a good idea to broadcast the supernatural on national television.”

“You know those ghost-hunting TV shows?” Shelly asked. “They sometimes encounter type ones.”

“You mean sometimes it’s real?” Sarah snickered. “Man, I always thought those shows were stupid.”

“They are,” Andrew said. “Those guys are asking for trouble.”

Sarah looked at him. “How’s that?”

“The more of the supernatural you see,” Andrew said, “the more you will encounter it in the future. That includes people watching TV.”

“You think those ghost busters on TV will encounter something like I did?” Sarah asked.

“No,” John said. “They’ll probably continue to encounter type ones. Anything more powerful, and they wouldn’t survive to tell anyone.”

“And then Ambrose or someone like him would clean it up, I suppose.” Sarah mulled on that. “Hey, why do they attack people, anyway?”

“To feed on them, of course,” Andrew said.

She narrowed her eyes, smirking at him. “I get that. But why? I mean, they’re magic, right? Shouldn’t they feed on magic?”

“There isn’t much power in the world,” John said. “Type ones usually congregate in areas of residual power from the Other. Type twos carry power with them, but they have to replenish it.”

“How? Do they eat our souls?” Sarah grimaced. “Please tell me that’s not the case.”

“Probably not,” Shelly said. “Witches, like Ian and Mary, believe that all of us carry a bit of power with us. They probably siphon that power from us, but no one is really sure.”

Andrew pulled off the highway at the Fort Lupton exit and made a right into town. The coordinates on his phone showed the house in question was on the east side of town.

“What do we know about the house?” Sarah asked. “There wasn’t anything about it in the file. Just the address.”

Andrew shrugged. “It’s a house. People lived in it once. Maybe they still do.”

“That’s it?” Sarah shook her head. “We need better intel than that. How are we getting in without anyone knowing?”

“If there’s anything supernatural in there,” John said, “they’ll smell us before we get too close.”

“Oh, great,” Sarah said. “What if they attack us?”

“Probably not in the middle of the day,” John said. “They’ll either be asleep or in human form.”

“They’ll be wary of strangers, regardless,” Shelly said.

“We put them down, then?” Sarah asked.

Andrew shook his head. “Only if we have to.”

“Can we cure them?” Sarah asked.

“If he’s a werewolf and he hasn’t killed anyone,” John said, “then, yes, he can be cured.”

Sarah shrugged. “How do we tell if he’s killed anyone?”

“By going inside and looking around.” John turned and looked at Shelly, who just shook her head. 

Andrew suppressed a smile as he watched them in the rearview mirror. He’d always thought John was old-fashioned. Glancing over at Sarah, he remembered asking her to hang back. Maybe he was pretty old-fashioned too.

The house was located at the end of a dead-end street. Weeds had sprung up from between the cracks in the driveway, and the yard hadn’t been mowed in ages. The shrubs next to the front windows were threatening to take over the lawn.

Andrew pulled up to the curb and stepped out. Everyone else did the same. Only a few houses dotted the edge of the street, most still under construction. The next closest finished house was a good four hundred yards away.

Sarah took a look around the neighborhood. “Do we knock?”

Andrew shook his head. “Shelly’s got it.”

Shelly had walked up to the heavy wooden front door and rapped three times. John hung back, holding the case. Shelly’s business attire made her look much more professional than Andrew did in his loose-fitting shirt and jeans.

Shelly waited patiently for someone to answer. When nobody did, she knocked again. No answer. She reached for the knob. It twisted in her hand, and the door opened. John motioned for Andrew and Sarah.

“Let’s check it out,” Andrew said.

Sarah reached for her pistol under her coat as they walked up the path to the front door, but Andrew put a hand on her shoulder and shook his head.

“Why not?” Sarah gestured inside. “If there’s werewolves here—”

“If there are people here, it’s breaking and entering.” Andrew pointed at John. “Follow his lead, huh?”

Sarah sighed and adjusted her coat to hide her gun. “Fine. What are you going to do?”

Andrew smiled. “Bringing up the rear, of course.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes at him and then turned to follow John. Andrew came up behind her.

Already, John had stepped into the foyer. “Hello?” 

No answer. 

He stepped to the left and called out again.

Sarah gripped her holstered weapon as she intently scanned the interior. Andrew entered and stood beside her. To their right was a foyer. To the left, where John stood, was a breakfast nook.

John’s shoulders tensed as he looked into the next room over. “This is definitely the place.”

Andrew joined John and Shelly in the breakfast nook, where he could see the kitchen. Someone, or something, had ripped the cabinet doors from their hinges and strewn the contents across the floor. The stove looked as if a wrecking ball had crushed it. Traces of mud decorated the insides of craters in the tile floor.

Behind Andrew, Sarah drew her weapon. “Those look like footprints.”

Andrew looked down at the craters. “He’d have to be one hell of a big guy.”

Andrew stepped farther into the kitchen, one hand on his own weapon. The footprints led down a hall leading away from the kitchen. The footprints ended halfway down a hall, at a door that appeared to lead to the garage.

“He came in and out this way.” John pointed at what was left of the sliding glass door in back. Glass littered the patio outside, but the door itself was still latched.

“He kicked his way out?” Sarah scratched her head with the hand not holding her gun. “Why didn’t he just let himself out?”

“Probably not in the right state of mind,” Andrew said.

“Here.” Shelly stood in the breakfast-nook area, staring at a wall full of pictures. 

Andrew joined her. The pictures showed a man and woman in various places. Some were up in the mountains, while others were studio quality. In all cases, their smiles were off, just as it had been with the pictures in the house in Lyons.

Sarah joined him. “What’s wrong?”

“See how they smile?” Andrew nodded his head toward the pictures. “See anything odd?”

Sarah shook her head. “Should I?”

Andrew looked at her. That’s not good. “They’re not smiling.”

“Yeah, they are.” She pointed at one photo in particular. “What do you call that?”

“But there’s no joy in their faces,” Andrew said. “Their lips are smiling, but their eyes look almost frightened. A genuine smile requires the ability to feel joy.” He waved his hand at the pictures. “It’s the same for every picture here.”

Sarah shrugged. “And that’s bad?”

“Very.”

John handed the rune-covered box to Shelly, who cradled it in one arm. “Let’s have a look at what’s on the other side of that door,” he said. “Sarah?”

She looked back at him. “Yeah.” She hefted her Glock and started down the hall. John joined her, his own .38 in hand.

Andrew walked a few paces behind them, keeping an eye out. John followed Sarah, apparently trusting her to take point even though it was her first outing. Andrew gritted his teeth. Yes, Sarah had encountered something terrifying in the desert, but that didn’t make her an expert.

“Christ, these footprints.” Sarah knelt but didn’t touch the muddy prints. “Did this guy have a size-twenty shoe?” She pointed at the tips. “Looks like his toes punctured the tile. How’d that happen?”

“Claws.” John went past her to the door. “No human made these.”

Sarah stood slowly, still staring at the prints. After a moment, she joined John at the door. Andrew stepped closer, careful not to disturb the huge tracks. Not that it really mattered. Once local forensics took photos, the federal government would step in and cover it up.

Andrew shoved the thought aside as Sarah and John stood by the door, ready to open it, with the others behind them. Andrew pulled back the slide on his Ruger, just enough to see that a round was chambered. He took a deep breath. The moment before seeing monsters was the most terrifying.

With a hand on the doorknob, John nodded at Sarah, which she returned. John twisted the knob and pushed the door open, pointing his revolver inside. 

Sarah started to head inside and then pulled back, shaking her head. “Christ.”

Andrew didn’t know what Sarah was talking about, and then the smell hit him. He nearly gagged on the spot. Rotten meat didn’t come close to explaining such a stench. It was much more powerful, more than he wanted to consider.

Beyond the door, a set of stairs went down, stopping at a landing and then curving ninety degrees to continue on. John and Sarah both had already passed the landing, but both had stopped after that.

“Oh, hell,” Sarah said.

Andrew raced down the steps, with Shelly right behind him. Sarah covered her mouth with the back of her hand. Andrew started to ask why, but she shook her head and gestured at her feet. Inches from her foot was a human skull, gleaming white as if polished.

“I hope that’s not real,” Shelly said.

Andrew hoped the same. If the werewolf had killed, then all humanity in it had been driven out, and only the monster remained.

“Let’s keep checking.” John went around the corner, farther into the basement, sweeping the surrounding area, with Sarah close behind. Andrew followed, his Ruger at his side. Shelly moved ahead next to John.

Wooden frames where drywall would be hung blocked off parts of the unfinished basement. Empty boxes and debris littered the floor, making it impossible to walk without stepping on something. Something crunched under Andrew’s foot. He lifted it to see a broken CD.

“John.” Shelly pointed at a spot on the floor. “That might be it.”

Sitting on top of a stack of wet newspapers against a far wall was a circular device a little bigger than Andrew’s hand. The bronze dial had teeth along its outer edge, along with markings he didn’t recognize. It looked identical to the image Conroy had sent Ian and Mary.

Sarah’s voice echoed across the basement. “We got a live one.”

Andrew ran toward Sarah’s voice, stepping over a pile of broken coffee mugs. John and Sarah pointed their weapons under the stairs. Lying there, curled up in a ball, was a man. His chest rose and fell rhythmically.

Andrew pointed his Ruger at the man while Shelly set down the rune box and drew her .38. Often, a werewolf didn’t know what had happened to him, particularly if he had not killed anyone yet. They had to be sure first.

“Mr. Argyle,” John said. 

The man didn’t move—werewolves slept most of the day. 

John spoke a little louder. “Sir!”

“Yo, Eric!” Sarah picked up a hardback book off the floor, its cover torn off. She threw it at him, and it bounced off his feet. “Wake up.”

Andrew would have face palmed if hadn’t been holding a gun. Antagonizing a werewolf, even in the daytime, wasn’t always the best idea. 

But the man stirred. Slowly, he rose from the floor. He ran his hand across his brown hair. He hadn’t shaved for a few days. His clothes, shredded, hung from his body. “Where am I?”

Andrew recognized him from the pictures upstairs. “What do you remember?”

The man sat cross-legged, ignoring the guns pointed at him as he stretched his arms. He shook his head, and then he tilted it to one side. “I remember being hungry.” He smiled. “But not anymore. Well, at least it’s not as bad as before.”

His mouth fell open when he saw Sarah. Andrew had seen unsavory men stare at women, but that was different. Eric Argyle looked like a starving man staring at a banquet. Andrew squeezed the grip of his Ruger harder, trying to keep his finger off the trigger.

“I have to say…” The man wiped drool from his chin. “I’ve done some bad things recently. But I was so hungry.”

“There’s a skull back there.” John nodded toward the stairs. “Do you know anything about that?”

The man’s eyes darted back and forth. “I’m not sure, really.” He shrugged. “A neighbor, maybe?”

“Crap.” Sarah whispered at John. “What do we do with this guy?”

“What do you want to do with me?” He didn’t bother wiping away the drool running down his chin. “You know what I want to do with you?”

“You’re not my type.” Sarah inched her way toward the wall behind her, right to where the bronze gear sat. “And what would the woman in those pictures upstairs say, huh?”

The man laughed. “I don’t think she cares anymore.” He ran his hand along his belly. “God, this is awful. The feeling. It hurts so much. It’s like going days without food or water. It spreads through your whole gut.” He shuddered. “My wife tried to stop me.” He rested his hands on his legs and stared at the floor in front of him. “She was in front of me, pleading. And then the hunger took hold. I remember her shrinking. Or was I getting larger? Next thing I knew…” He shrugged. “Then the hunger faded, but not for long.”

He sighed, almost regretful. “Everything stays away from me. Dogs, cats, mice… even the spiders have left.” The man looked up at Andrew. His eyes had already gone yellow, which meant he had turned more than a month before. But if that were the case, more bodies would’ve been there. “But not the people. They’re like moths to a flame. And I’m the flame.”

Sarah leaned toward Andrew, holding something wrapped in an old T-shirt while keeping her gaze on the man. “I got it. Where’s the box?”

“Got what?” The man’s gaze fell at Sarah’s hand. “Oh, that. The gear.” He took a breath. “He told me to get it, but I don’t care about that anymore. Nothing matters any—” He closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “Oh God. It’s happening again.”

Each of his abdominal muscles fluctuated individually and throbbed, as if he had perfect control over them. They continued to flex, stretching away from the man as if something was trying to get out.

“Oh hell.” Sarah fired, and the report from her Glock echoed through the basement several times. 

The man’s chest burst open with the impact. For a few seconds, the chest wound made sucking sounds as the man gasped for air. He reached for his chest to cover the wound… a wound that had already started to close.

“Get a head shot!” John opened fire. 

Andrew squeezed his trigger, but the round ricocheted off the concrete floor as the man charged out from under the stairs, breaking through a two-by-four frame. Debris kicked up around him as he raced around the corner, out of sight.

Sarah had gone after him already. Damn it. Andrew ran the opposite way, trying to head off the monster. He was halfway around the stairs when Sarah’s gun went off twice more. An inhuman roar responded.

Andrew nearly tripped as he rounded the corner, and then he slid to a stop. The man was standing over Sarah. He was a head taller than before, and hair had sprouted from under his shredded clothes while his face had distorted, becoming a snout. He lifted one hand, a hand that had sprouted claws.

Sarah dropped to the floor just as the claws swung where she had been. Lifting her Glock, she squeezed off three shots. The man, the monster, howled and clutched its chest as the slide locked back on Sarah’s gun, empty. She dropped the clip without hesitation as she scooted away from the monster, pulling another clip out of her coat pocket. She wouldn’t be able to load it before the monster reached her.

Panicked, Andrew lifted his gun. Dozens of bullets would take it down eventually, but taking out the brain would guarantee its immediate death. Before he could fire, a shot rang out, blowing off the tip of the creature’s nose. It roared as it gripped its nose. From around the corner where Sarah lay, John fired two more shots, both missing.

Andrew squeezed off a shot, but the round buried itself in a bookshelf. In two steps, the werewolf had reached John and slapped the gun from his hand. It lifted one claw, ready to slash John across the torso.

The muzzle of Sarah’s gun flashed as she pulled the trigger, hitting the werewolf in the abdomen. Casually, the monster knocked John to the ground as he turned to face Sarah. She started to pull the trigger again, only to have the werewolf knock her weapon away also. The giant, wolf-like maw seemed to smile. It had her, but she set her jaw and returned the creature’s gaze while it raised a single claw over her.

Andrew pulled the trigger again, but the slide had locked back. Empty. It would take too long to reload, and the werewolf had the strength to disembowel Sarah right there in front of Andrew. Christ, no.

The creature’s claw hung in midair, ready to swing. It could’ve killed Sarah, but instead it backed off. Andrew blinked. Fueled by its intense hunger, the creature couldn’t stop itself from feeding when given the opportunity. Then the basement got very bright.

The light acted like water, splashing forth from behind Sarah and surrounding both her and the monster in front of her. It only lasted a second, but it was enough to send the werewolf reeling backward. It covered its snout with two clawed hands as smoke poured from under its shredded clothes.

A shot startled Andrew. Next to him, Shelly appeared, pointing her .38 at the werewolf. The round had barely missed, burying itself within some insulation. As the monster turned around, Shelly squeezed off two more shots. One grazed an ear, but the other hit it squarely in the neck.

The wolf’s head lolled back as it screamed in agony from the silver bullets, but it wasn’t down yet. For a moment, it wavered. Shelly fired again but missed as it dashed past Andrew. Several more wooden wall frames shattered as it bounded toward the space just under the stairs. In two swipes, it tore a hole in the stairs and then jumped through the hole in a single leap. In less than a second, it had left the basement.

Andrew dashed around the corner and up the stairs, frantically trying to reload. Shelly called after him, but Andrew didn’t wait. He jumped over the hole in the stairs, using the railing to help pull himself up to the ground floor. The creature was nowhere in the hall, but he heard a crash near the breakfast nook.

“Andrew, wait!” Behind him, John had gotten past the gap in the stairs. “Wait for everyone else.”

Andrew charged forth even as he heard John on the stairs behind him. He wouldn’t leave without them, but he had to keep an eye on the thing tearing its way through the house. The creature had broken a section of the wall as it rounded the corner. Andrew went around the same corner to see the front door torn from its hinges. The creature stood in the doorway, its shadow silhouetted against the far wall. In the brief instant that Andrew saw the werewolf, he could tell the wolflike features had retreated. He, it, was returning to a human state.

Andrew held back, trying to stay out of sight. The creature spoke, its voice deeper than a human voice. “What are you doing here?”

Ambrose answered from outside. “You don’t know me.”

“I do.” The creature’s voice was returning to something more human. “He told me about you. I—”

Bullets splintered the wall as the silhouette collapsed. Andrew dropped to the floor and backed away, inching his way toward the hall again. After a few seconds, the gunfire ceased.

“What the hell?” John was kneeling in the hall, shielding Shelly. “They have to know we’re in here.” John called out. “Ambrose! Hold your fire. We’re coming out.”

“Hold your fire.” Ambrose’s voice echoed from outside. After a moment, he called out to them. “Come on out.”

Sarah crouched as she came up behind John and Shelly, clutching the rune box to her chest. “That sounds like Ambrose.”

“It is.” Andrew nodded at the box. “I assume the gear is in there?”

“We’re good to go.” Sarah quickly glanced around the corner into the breakfast nook. “What do we do now?”

Shelly came up behind Sarah. “We go out there.” She stood. “What else can we do?”

Andrew frowned. Shelly was right. Technically, they were on the same side, but he still hated dealing with the guy.

“Let’s go, then.” John led the way out of the house.

On the way out, Andrew holstered his weapon, as did everyone else. Outside, a human body lay on the doorstep with no sign that he had once been a monster. In the street, Ambrose stood before a black Escalade, his pistol still in hand. Seven men in suits waited behind him while Ambrose’s assistant, Pendleton, cowered behind Ambrose. The little man started to say something, but Ambrose held up a finger without taking his eyes off of them as they exited the house. “Everyone okay?”

“Yeah, just peachy,” Sarah said.

Ambrose took one look at Sarah and then gave a short laugh. “Private Monroe. I guess RoSo’s getting desperate.”

“Funny.” Sarah brushed herself off, glancing at the body on the sidewalk, probably speculating on the lack of blood. “Next time, why don’t you wait until we’re clear before you open up on the place.”

Pendleton ran a shaky hand over his balding scalp. “You shouldn’t be here. We—”

“Be quiet.” Ambrose’s voice came out as a growl, making Pendleton recoil. Ambrose took a moment to compose himself before continuing. “Looks like you guys have a real mess here.”

John grimaced, shoving his hands into his coat pockets. “The mess was here when we arrived, Ambrose. We were trying to clean it up.”

“I’m pretty sure the whole neighborhood heard.” Ambrose gestured at the body before them. 

Andrew knew the coroner would see nothing unusual, nothing to indicate the man had once been a werewolf, except the silver bullets in his body. Ambrose’s people would be sure to alter the forensics report accordingly. 

“So what happened?” Ambrose asked. “The new girl screw up?”

“Hey.” Sarah stepped out in front of them, still holding the box under one arm. When Andrew touched her shoulder, she shrugged it off. “We tried to stop this guy. Where were you guys?”

“Out here, trying to keep a lid on things.” Ambrose pointed at the body on the sidewalk. “Good thing too. What if he’d gone on a killing spree?”

“He already has,” Shelly said. “There are human remains in there.”

Ambrose holstered his pistol, and the men behind him did the same. “The least you could’ve done is shoot straight.”

“Something’s not right here, Ambrose,” Andrew said. “You saw him change back to being human. He shouldn’t have been in wolf form in sunlight.”

“Yes, I see that.” Ambrose put his hands in his pants pockets. “Now, all of you need to leave. We’ll take care of this.”

“And th-the locals.” Pendleton waved his finger at them. “Y-You have no idea what—”

Ambrose glared at Pendleton, cutting him off. “That’s enough, Pendleton.”

Pendleton trembled, straightening his glasses and mumbling something Andrew couldn’t make out.

John glanced at Sarah and the case she held. “We’re leaving.”

They started to leave when Pendleton stepped forward. “W-Wait a minute.” He waved his finger at Sarah, specifically at the box in her hands. “Is that the d-device?”

Sarah hefted the box. “I just found some really nice wine inside. You don’t mind, do you?”

“You have to s-surrender that.” Pendleton whipped around to face Ambrose. “Sh-She has to surrender that. Our orders—”

“I’m aware of our orders,” Ambrose said. “Why don’t you call Homeland and let them know we have the situation under control.”

Pendleton glared at Ambrose but said nothing. He scurried away, back toward a couple of other SUVs parked on the other side of the street, and dug out his phone.

“It’s nice to see rear-echelon guys haven’t changed,” Sarah said.

Ambrose shook his head at Sarah. “Your record states you always had an attitude, Private. Maybe that’s why you never made E-4.”

Sarah’s nostrils flared. “You don’t know me.”

“Oh, I know everything. But I’m not getting into that right now.” He nodded at the box. “Hand that over.”

Sarah held the box more tightly. “Why?”

“Sarah.” Shelly came up behind her. “I’m sure we can talk about this.”

“There’s nothing to discuss.” Ambrose glanced at Pendleton, who stood fidgeting on the other side of the street as he fumbled with a cell phone. “I don’t have a choice in this. Hand over the box, or I’ll take you all into custody and shut down your little branch of RoSo for interfering.”

Andrew didn’t think Ambrose could shut them down, even just the Denver branch. RoSo had agreements with people higher up than Ambrose, but that didn’t mean they could get away with anything they wanted. Ambrose could probably have the local police bust them for breaking and entering if they weren’t careful.

Sarah’s hands white-knuckled on the box. For a moment, she looked ready to protest, but she set the case in the grass. “Fine.”

“Good.” Ambrose stared at the box but made no move to pick it up. “Now leave and let us do our job.”

John let out a sigh and then glanced at the others. “We’re leaving.”

“Shotgun.” Sarah stormed toward the Land Rover. 

Andrew followed, with John and Shelly behind him. Ambrose ignored them, giving orders to his men.

Sarah waited in the passenger seat for the others to arrive. Andrew slid into the driver’s seat, watching Pendleton talk into his cell while the other men went inside the house. The case sat on the ground where Sarah had put it.

John slammed the door after he and Shelly got in the backseat. “Let’s go.”

Andrew pulled away, heading out on the same route they’d come. SUVs had parked in front of the closest houses while agents knocked on the doors. Some people stood in their yards, staring and pointing at the house where the werewolf had lived, only to have more agents approach them. It looked as if someone had cloned Ambrose’s men and then scattered them around the neighborhood to accost everyone. Familiar with Ambrose’s techniques, Andrew knew the neighbors would be too scared to talk about anything they might have seen.

Once they were away from the house, John spoke. “I’ll call David and tell him we didn’t get the piece.”

“Sure we did.” Sarah reached behind her coat and pulled out the old T-shirt she’d picked up from the basement, still wrapped around what Andrew presumed was the gear. “We don’t need no stinking magic box.”

“Oh no.” Shelly put her hand to her face. “Please tell me you didn’t touch that.”

“What? No. See the shirt?” She smiled. “I think it’s better off in our hands, don’t you?”

“My God.” John pinched the bridge of his nose. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

Sarah shook her head. “What?”

“Ambrose is going to be furious,” Andrew said. “You know that, right?”

“So?” Sarah wrapped up the gear again. “Ambrose wouldn’t have done anything if four-eyes had kept his teeth together.”

“Sarah,” Shelly said in the therapist tone she usually used when trying to calm everyone, “the point is we still have to work with them. They can protect the device as well as we can, and it will probably end up in a NARA vault either way. You should’ve given it to them.”

Sarah pressed her lips together. “Yeah, I get your point.” Sarah put the wrapped gear in the cup holder next to her while John called David. “You guys are missing something, though.”

“What?” Shelly asked then snapped her fingers. “The werewolf knew Ambrose.”

“The werewolf said he knew Ambrose through someone else,” Sarah said. “Then he ran out of breath.”

“Maybe Ambrose has a leak.” Andrew glanced over at Sarah. “And where did that light come from?”

“How should I know?” Sarah looked at him and then at Shelly. “It was weird, huh?”

“Are you sure you didn’t touch it?” Shelly leaned forward. “If you did, I think Ian and Mary will want—”

“I didn’t.” Sarah turned forward again and sighed. “Look, I don’t know what happened with the light show.”

Everyone remained quiet while John reported to David. Andrew glanced at Sarah from time to time as he drove out of the neighborhood. The fact she’d faced a werewolf and kept her head was a good thing. Or maybe she was just good at hiding her fear.

He focused on the drive back to Denver. Between the arcane device in the seat between them and the two recent daytime occurrences of the supernatural, he didn’t have time to be thinking about a girl, especially one who was rash.

 

~~~

 

Sarah leaned against the rear fender of the Land Rover, watching college kids wander from building to building. Having a debriefing in a public area like the Auraria College campus about a subject that was probably more top secret than Area 51 seemed like a bad idea, but that wasn’t her call. The team was still sore about her swiping the gear that was part of the Anti… Anti-whatever.

Ian and Mary had joined them. Mary was carrying a box similar to the one Sarah had turned over to Ambrose. They smiled at her, but they obviously weren’t happy. No one was.

“You are out of your living mind, I’ll give you that.” Ian had an arm around Mary as he grasped the T-shirt-wrapped bronze gear. He looked at Sarah over the top of his sunglasses. “What about the case?”

Sarah shrugged. “Ambrose is probably using it for a paperweight, for all I know.”

Andrew sighed. “I guess when he opens it, he’ll call David.”

“And David will call us.” John was leaning against the front fender of the Land Rover. 

“It was foolish to steal this, Sarah.” Mary sighed and looked at Sarah as a mother would. “I’m sure David could’ve had us take a look at it at the NARA facility in Westminster.”

“Ambrose would’ve taken it there anyway.” Ian nodded at Mary, who opened the small box. Ian placed the device inside and closed it. “All you did was irritate Ambrose.”

Sarah caught herself fidgeting with her fingers and forced herself to stop. “Look, it seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

“We know that, Sarah.” Shelly’s tone was that of a therapist. That was going to get old soon. “It’s just you put David and Conroy in a difficult position.”

“Fine. I’ll be more careful.” She said it mostly to end the conversation. “So, can you guys do some mojo on this thing and learn more?”

“My mojo is not your business.” Ian gave Mary a gentle squeeze. “Me and the one who knows about my mojo will look into it, but it will take time.”

“How much time?” John asked.

“Hard to say,” Mary said. “It’s best not to hurry these things.”

Ian raised an eyebrow as he ran a hand across the runes covering the box. “And I doubt Ambrose will sit by, knowing we have this thing.”

“Probably not,” Shelly said.

“Well, we’ll get back to you on this, okay?” Ian winked at Sarah. “Nice move.”

“Thanks.” Sarah gave him a smirk. “Let me know how the mojo goes.”

Mary patted Ian on the chest. “We will let you know about the gear, at least.”

Mary and Ian waved goodbye and left, leaving them to stand near the Land Rover. Long shadows from the campus buildings covered the parking lot.

A horn sounded, almost like the horn from a semi. The light rail was blaring at someone with a backpack and earphones who’d wandered too close to the moving train. He jumped out of the way, and the train moved on.

“You okay?”

Sarah looked up to answer John. “Of course.” She was about to ask what he meant when she looked down at her hands and noticed she was holding the end of her coat in a death grip, her knuckles white. She had to force herself to relax, but doing so was harder than she thought. Calm down, girl—it’s just the train. Finally, she managed to at least pretend to relax. The train horn had rattled her badly for some reason. Maybe the job just took getting used to.

Shelly stared at her long and hard, and Sarah had to make a great effort to keep her temper in check. The last thing she wanted was to be analyzed by a shrink. The one in Colorado Springs hadn’t worked out so well.

Sarah changed the subject. “What now?”

“Home.” John started for the driver’s door of the Land Rover. “We’ll catch up in the morning.” John pointed at Andrew. “Need a ride back?”

Andrew shook his head, tossing John the keys. “My car’s at the office. It isn’t far.”

“Good night, guys.” Shelly gave Sarah a little wave. “See you tomorrow.”

Sarah returned the wave with a nod. “Sure.”

Shelly slipped into the passenger side, and John pulled out of the parking lot, leaving Sarah alone with Andrew. When he looked at her, her heart leaped. He was about to ask her something but then stopped.

“What?” she asked.

He just shook his head. “Need a lift home? I can swing by and pick you up.”

The idea was tempting. Too tempting. “I’ll just take the train.”

“Suit yourself.” He turned and walked toward the crosswalk. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah.” She watched him as he crossed Speer Boulevard into downtown and out of sight. He didn’t look back once.

 

~~~

 

Shelly sat quietly at the dining-room table, scrolling through e-mails unrelated to actual work. She even went on Twitter, something she hadn’t done in weeks. Simple things kept her mind off the terrible things she’d dealt with at work.

Finally, she set the phone down and stretched. Outside the bay windows of their house, the lamp at the curb lit up the street. Mr. Ferris pulled into his driveway across the street, back from another late night at work. That was about the most interesting sort of thing that happened in the neighborhood. And that was a good thing. As far as she was concerned, boring was underrated.

Mr. Ferris parked in his driveway and walked inside. She could see his outline in the fading daylight but no details. Soon, the meager light would be completely dark. She used to enjoy wandering around in the darkness, especially when she’d lived in a rural area. A forest at night was creepy but beautiful at the same time. But since she’d learned about the monsters that also like to wander around in the dark, she hated to be out late. Their home was fine. They had runes etched into the glass of every window in the house, so subtle they were hard to detect. But entities from the Other could tell, and it kept them away. Similar runes covered the doors and even the walls, though discreetly. John had even put up similar runes around the community. The neighbors didn’t know it, but the handful of houses in their small neighborhood were among the safest in the world.

John came in from the garage, having verified the last of the doors was locked. He did the routine every night. “Are you all right?”

Shelly sighed. “John, for the fourth time, I’m fine. Will you stop asking?”

He sat down at the table with her. “I’m just checking.”

“Well, you keep checking, and you shouldn’t.” She leaned back in her chair. “I’m supposed to be the therapist, remember?”

“Right.” He held out his hand to her. “I’ll stop now.”

She sighed, gritting her teeth. “I’ve been doing this for a while, you know.”

He nodded. “Old habits.”

“Well, you need to let them go. This isn’t Black Forest.”

“No, but it was a werewolf.”

Shelly took a deep breath. True, she had been thinking about that all night. No one ever got over the first supernatural monster they encountered. For Shelly, that type was werewolves. She suppressed a shiver. Just the thought of those things brought back awful memories of Black Forest.

He still had his hand held out toward her. “I said I’ll stop.”

He wouldn’t, of course. The anniversary of his family’s death had been a couple weeks before, and he’d been sullen ever since. Every time she brought it up, he switched the subject back to her. Yes, he was worried about her, but he was also avoiding the pain inside himself, a pain he hated to address. John was so good at helping others—that was part of why she loved him—but he was no good at all at helping himself.

Finally, she leaned forward and took his hand. “But you’ll start up again, won’t you?”

“Probably.” He chuckled. “A husband can’t be worried about his wife?”

“No more than she can be worried about him.”

“So you don’t worry about me?”

Her shoulders sagged. “Of course I do. But I’m not going to hound you incessantly about it.”

“If you did,” John said, “it wouldn’t bother me.”

Shelly closed her eyes, shaking her head. “So why did I marry you, anyway?”

“Well, it’s because you’re a smart woman.”

She pursed her lips but couldn’t hide her smile. She squeezed his hand a little more tightly. “John, I think… I think we should talk about your parents.”

“Oh.” He grumbled and pulled away from her. “Shelly, there’s a lot going on right now, and—”

“There’s nothing going on right now.” She kept her hand on the table for a moment, but when he didn’t take it again, she leaned back in her chair. “John, you know it’s not your fault. You and your parents happened on that banshee by accident. No one could have known.”

He pressed his lips together, smiling faintly. “Psychoanalyzing me, are you? That’s not professional.”

“I don’t care.” She crossed her arms. “You don’t talk about these things, John. Bottling them up won’t help.”

“I know that. It’s just…” He set his hands on the table. “Look, we’ll talk later, okay? When all of this is over. I promise.”

She sighed, remembering all the times he’d said that before. No way was she letting him off that easy. She started to say something else, when her phone rang. She checked it. Horrible timing, David. Frowning, she answered, putting it on speaker. “David?”

“I’ve got Conroy on the line as well.” David always went straight to the point. That didn’t mean he didn’t care about them, but the job was important to him. “I assume John’s there.”

“He is for the moment.” Shelly frowned at him again, but John just grinned.

Conroy spoke up. “Well, before you throw him out, maybe both of you should hear this.”

“The good witches of the west sent me this link,” David said. “I just forwarded it to you.”

“Better not let Ian or Mary hear you say that.” Shelly set her phone on the table and scooted over to look at John’s phone. He had opened the e-mail and clicked the link inside. John read the page header. “Uncommon Caliber. What’s this?”

“Someone’s blog,” David said. “It’s operated by a man calling himself Carl Caliber. A nom de plume, I’m sure. The blog is registered to a Carlisle Caprinsky. He mostly writes about current events, but he has a thing for the supernatural.”

John shook his head. “Never heard of him.”

“Not surprising,” David said. “Everything he writes about regarding the supernatural is utterly wrong, at least until recently. Look at the latest entry.”

Shelly read it as John scrolled through it. One more for you. I have a report from my contact that someone found a monster’s den in a basement in Fort Lupton. According to my source, the partial remains of a body have been found, and more bodies were discovered in a nearby field. The cannibal in question has been shot by authorities. The coroner found silver bullets in his body.

“So we have a leak,” John said.

“I wish it were that simple,” David said. “Look at the date.”

Shelly squinted at the small screen. “Today?”

“Not long after it happened,” Conroy said. “The coroner had barely touched the body.”

John looked at Shelly. “Maybe he’s a medium?”

“Possibly,” David said. “Or Mr. Caprinsky is in contact with one. But this isn’t the only one he got right. Scroll down to the previous entry.”

John did so. We got another hit, people. Yesterday in Lyons, the local sheriff’s department surrounded a house on the north end of town. Three people went in and came out with three so-called kidnap victims. Several SUVs with government plates were present.

Shelly read through the rest. “He knows everything.”

“Well, let’s hope not,” David said. “Shelly, I’m sending you Mr. Caprinsky’s address. Tomorrow, I want you and Sarah to meet this gentleman. Learn what you can.”

“We’ll be tipping our hand,” John said. “He’ll know we’re onto him.”

“Perhaps.” David sighed. “I don’t really care. I want to know his source. I’ll notify Sarah you’ll pick her up, but swing by the office. I want both of you to have badges first.”

“Speaking of which,” Conroy said. “How’d Sarah do today?”

Shelly hesitated. Sarah was family, but Conroy knew her better. Shelly wasn’t sure how to phrase what she was thinking without making it sound bad. 

Fortunately, John cut in. “She did well at the house. She’s definitely a soldier, that’s for sure.”

That was true but not the entire truth. “Did you see her reaction to the light-rail train?”

John thought for a moment. “Yeah, her hands were shaking when the horn sounded.”

“Could that be a sign of PTSD?” David asked.

“Possibly,” Shelly said. “But it could’ve just been nerves from fighting the werewolf too. I’ll need to spend more time with her.”

“Keep an eye on her and let us know,” David said.

“What do you want Andrew and me to do?” John asked.

Conroy spoke. “Go see Ian and Mary. See what they’ve learned about the Antikythera gear.”

“Will do,” John said. “Good night.”

“Good night.” David hung up.

For a moment, they sat quietly at the table. John opened his mouth, but Shelly put a finger to his lips. “Do not ask me if I’m all right, or God help me, I’m going to leave you for this Carl Caliber guy.”

“Oh?” He leaned closer to her, smiling. “I dare you.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah bolted upright, surrounded by blackness. She could’ve sworn the stars were shining above her. The brightness of the stars in the desert always amazed her. She blinked. The stars disappeared, as did the night sky. Only the ceiling remained. She was alone.

She slipped out of bed, feeling carpet under her toes when she expected to feel the sand shift under her boots. Her knees shook as she stumbled toward the kitchen. Her breath was raspy, and she realized she was whimpering. Every part of her shook. She couldn’t control anything, not her galloping heart or the tears running down her cheeks.

Focus. She grabbed a glass from the dishwasher and filled it at the kitchen sink. After two tries, she managed to shut off the water. She drank most of the water but spilled the rest on her shirt.

She set the glass down in the sink, not bothering to right it when it fell on its side. She sat in a corner between the pantry and fridge, shaking as she pulled her knees to her chin. Nightmares couldn’t hurt her, but like all dreams, it had felt real at the time, especially since it had really happened at one time.

Her pajamas were soaked in sweat, and she kept shivering. Recalling what had happened in the desert all those months before was easy. With just a little push, like rolling a ball off a table, the horror came back.

She had known those guys like family. They were family, in a way. Jacobs was five days short of going home. He had a wife and a son. Merigold was a lifer. He probably would’ve re-upped for another tour. Franklin was younger than Sarah. He’d never been in a firefight. He used to have a thing for her until she and Corporal Jacobs both disabused him of that notion.

She couldn’t remember all the details of the mission they had been on. Those didn’t matter anymore. What mattered was her friends had died.

The air turned blue and shimmered like fire, but with no smoke. Someone, probably Franklin, asked if that was normal for Afghanistan. Before anyone could answer, Sarah was lifted off her feet. She thought one of the guys had picked her up, but then she landed hard on the sand, knocking the wind out of her. She was sure she had broken something. All she could do was lie there and listen to the others scream.

Jacobs yelled into the radio while Franklin fired his M-4. Jacobs shouted at Sarah before his voice was cut off. A sound tore through the air like someone ripping away his gear. He screamed the whole while. God, did he scream. And then it stopped as if he were simply switched off.

All of them died screaming. She tried to sit up, tried to do something, but her ribs and head hurt so much. By the time she got to her feet, the screaming had stopped.

She was lifted off the ground again, her feet dangling in the air. Oh God. I’m next. The sand below her was red, and blue fire swirled around her, heating her skin.

“Thing of clay.” 

She didn’t exactly hear the voice, at least not with her ears. She just knew what it was saying. It lifted her higher. She remembered she still held her M-4. She raised it and pulled the trigger. A three-round burst ripped through the air. Whatever held her seemed surprised. She pulled the trigger again and again, emptying the clip in three-round bursts. She still hung in the air.

Laughter rattled through her frame. She let the M-4 fall to the ground, focusing on escape, but she couldn’t see a way out. That meant she was going to die too.

That’s when something burst from inside of her, as if she exploded. A light surrounded her, nearly blinding her, and a soundless scream cut through her skull. Next she knew, she was lying on the sand, panting. Something wet touched her face. Some part of her registered that she was lying near the body of one of the guys, but she didn’t know which one. She tried to stand, but everything went black.

She woke up in a bed back at the firebase, hearing voices. Most of what they said she didn’t understand—just a bunch of medical nonsense. One of them said something about bones. The bones of the other members of the fireteam had been ripped from their bodies.

Back at Fort Carson in Colorado Springs, she was debriefed. One of those guys from Washington let spill that the creature that had attacked them was a djinni. She researched the name online—big mistake. Djinn had been known to eat bones.

It had eaten her friends. But not her. Why? And the light. She thought it had come from the djinni, but it happened again at the werewolf’s house. She wanted to believe the light was a fluke, but she knew better. The light that had driven off both the djinni and the werewolf had come from inside her.

She was a freak of nature.

As she lay on the kitchen tile, she sobbed, unable to stop herself. She knew facing the monsters wouldn’t be easy, but she had to do it. If she could stand up to them, she could get past the pain. She was done with shrinks. The last one had just made things worse, so she had decided to face her fear alone, as it should be.

She thought of going back to bed, but she didn’t feel safe there. She grabbed a quilt from the hall closet and a cushion from the couch. Then she curled up in the kitchen, clutching a steak knife while leaving the oven light on. After an hour, her heart rate slowed down to a point where she could fall asleep.

She dreamed blue monsters chased her. They would’ve caught her, but Andrew fought them off.

 




 





 

Chapter Four

 

 

Gerald’s eyes snapped open. The lightheadedness overcame him again, but not nearly as badly as it had before. The first time it had happened, he fell out of his chair.

He grabbed his tablet and opened his e-mail. The vision he’d had didn’t show much. He’d never seen the apartment before, but he still knew it was where that blogger lived. Carl was going to get visitors, two young ladies who were very interested in his blog, and not in a good way. Of course Gerald had to warn him, not because of what might happen to Carl, but so nothing came back to Gerald. Sharing visions of the future with Carl had seemed like a good bit of mayhem at the time, but it looked like someone high up had become interested in Carl’s blog. But high up where? The government?

And those visitors… oh God, were they easy on the eyes. A blonde and a redhead, drop-dead hot yet completely serious.

He wanted to be there, to see them in person instead of just in a vision.

Gerald checked his e-mail once for typos, hit Send, and tossed the tablet onto the couch. When it bounced off the seat cushion, a pinch of dust kicked up. Gerald took a breath. That had been vision number four, but it was only the third he’d told someone about. The third vision had been about the house in Lyons. He shook his head, still not quite believing it. Ghosts, werewolves, and things even more terrifying… they were all real.

He pushed aside a pizza box and stretched out on the floor of his apartment, staring at the water stains in the ceiling. 

During the first vision, he had seen himself standing in his doorway and reaching into his mailbox, at which point he stuck his thumb on a nail. When he came to, he ran to the toilet and threw up.

Later the same day, he pricked his thumb on a nail on his mailbox while retrieving the mail. He sent a strongly worded letter to management to get it fixed, insisting he didn’t pay seventeen hundred a month in rent to get tetanus from a rusty nail. Granted, his parents paid for his apartment while he went to school. The point was that management should’ve done a better job on maintenance. The incident had angered him so badly he didn’t realize until much later that he had seen it happen beforehand. He had seen the future.

At the time of that realization, he thought he heard a voice over his shoulder. “Believe me now?”

He did, sort of. But he got more proof.

The second vision about ghosts, one of which possessed a man… well, he just had to tell someone about that. He’d seen that moron Carl Caliber’s blog. Uncommon Caliber? Yeah, uncommon stupidity. The guy had no clue how the world really worked. But when Gerald saw Caliber’s posts on the supernatural, Gerald had known instantly—he was the man to talk to. Gerald tipped him off about the house.

The same feds had been in the third vision, but they didn’t really look like federal agents. They were too casual. But that clown with pits in his face—yeah, he was a fed for sure, a rotten cop wearing a suit. He was there in Lyons and again in Fort Lupton. But those others… they almost looked like regular people. They were in the right place at the right time, so they had to be insiders. Gerald wished he had known who they were.

Especially the girls.

A blonde. Christ. The redhead was hot, but that blonde… And the way she handled a gun, she had to be a cop or military. Gerald fantasized about her, what he wanted to do with her, the same way he used to do about the redhead. 

He had thought about driving out to Fort Lupton to watch it happen live, but he had to go easy on his car. Besides, he had known the event would be over by the time he got there. But the most recent vision was different. He could drive to Westminster, north of Denver, to get a look at them before that vision came to pass. Just to have a look at those girls in person would be nice.

“She is something, huh?”

Gerald bolted upright, swiveling his head around his living room. He could’ve sworn the voice had come from behind him.

“Wanna get a handful? I know how.”

“Where are you?” Gerald stood. “How the hell’d you get in here?”

“C’mon, boy, pay attention.”

Gerald looked in the kitchen. Nothing. He didn’t hear the voice while he checked the bedroom, but he had the distinct impression the source of the voice was growing impatient.

After Gerald checked the closet and bathroom, the voice spoke again. “Are you done?”

“Who are you?”

“I told you. I’m the one who can get you the girl.”

Gerald shook his head. “If this is a practical joke—”

“I never joke when it comes to women.”

Gerald wandered back into the living room. “This is crap.”

“Is it? How about I prove it?”

“How?”

“I told you. The girl.”

Gerald laughed. “You can’t make her like me.”

“Not right away, but eventually.”

Gerald hesitated. “I don’t believe you.”

He could’ve sworn the voice shrugged. “Can’t blame you. That’s why I’m going to prove it. Meet me. Downtown at Welton Street on the mall. And then I’ll prove it.”

“How?”

The voice laughed for a moment before answering. “Why ruin the surprise? Oh, and your contact won’t get your message in time. Better call him.”

“Huh?” Gerald looked around again. “How do you know about that?”

“Who do you think is giving you the information in the first place?”

“But how do you know all this?”

“See you downtown.” 

Then the voice disappeared, and Gerald knew he was alone.

He flopped down on the couch. I’m finally losing it. The world was such a frightful place. Most people lacked the intelligence to understand that, but he saw the world as it really was, and he suspected that knowledge would drive him insane one day. Maybe that day was upon him already.

Unless…

Gerald’s first instinct was to run out the front door to find out if he was crazy or not. Instead, he grabbed the phone and dialed Carl.

 

~~~

 

Shelly followed the directions on the navigation system, exiting at 120th Avenue, and headed west. She guided the Impala into the far right lane. The blogger didn’t live too far away from the highway.

Sarah sat quietly in the passenger seat with her phone, scanning the files Conroy had sent her regarding Carlisle Caprinsky. She hadn’t said a word since Shelly picked her up, which was too bad. Of course, Shelly wanted to see if Sarah was okay, especially after the day before, but that wasn’t all. Shelly also wanted to catch up with her cousin, but Sarah seemed like she wanted to be quiet for a while. She’d speak when she was ready. Besides, she looked tired.

They weren’t far from the blogger’s house when Sarah turned and looked at Shelly. “It’s weird.”

Shelly glanced at her. “What is?”

“That we both know Conroy.”

Shelly only nodded. They weren’t related to him, not by blood anyway, but they both still called him Uncle. “I met him when I was about twelve. My…” She swallowed. “He was a friend of my parents.”

Sarah nodded. She must have caught the hesitation, but she didn’t ask about it. “I’ve known him for as long as I can remember. He married my aunt.”

“Oh.” Shelly smiled. “Funny. We’re cousins, but we hardly know each other.”

“Yeah.” Sarah gazed outside the passenger window again. “What if this guy we’re going to see is a vampire or something?”

Shelly did her best to hide her frown. Sarah seemed to like changing the subject at the drop of a hat. “It’s unlikely.”

“Goblin? Zombie? Stay Puft Marshmallow Man?”

“No.” Shelly couldn’t help but smile. After what Sarah had gone through the day before, maintaining a sense of humor was a good thing. “It’ll be fine, so keep your gun out of sight, okay?”

“What if I need to shoot him?”

“We’re not shooting him.” Shelly turned north on a side street. “David’s people have checked him out. He’s human, as far as we can tell.”

“As far as you can tell,” Sarah said. “That means you don’t know for sure.”

“True, but he’s likely human. If he weren’t, he certainly wouldn’t be blogging about the supernatural.”

“Why?”

“They instinctively keep a low profile,” Shelly said. 

The apartment complex was up ahead. It was filled with large buildings with breezeways leading to each apartment. That meant they could walk straight to his apartment without dealing with a main office or security.

Shelly pulled into the available spot and stepped out of the Impala, taking a quick look around the parking lot. No one was in sight, which wasn’t surprising, given the time of day. Sarah exited the car and followed Shelly, adjusting her shoulders as she touched the Glock she kept in a holster at her hip. She kept it covered with her untucked shirt and then her wool jacket over that. Shelly kept her .38 in her purse. Sarah didn’t look the kind who would bother with a purse.

“Here you go.” Shelly pulled two badges out of her purse and handed one to Sarah. “We’ll show our blogger friend these when we interview him.”

“Yeah, funny how official-looking badges give people loose lips.” Sarah stared at the FBI badge. “Julie Simmons?”

“Your alias.” Shelly held up a hand. “I’m Alice Rogers. Conroy picked yours.”

“Figures.” Sarah ran her fingers over the badge. “Looks real.”

“That’s because it is real.” Shelly held up her own badge. “Homeland Security grabbed your military photo ID and printed out an FBI badge, as you can see.”

Sarah stared at the badge for a few seconds before cramming it into her coat pocket. “Look at me. Who’s going to believe I’m old enough to be an FBI agent?”

“You’d be surprised,” Shelly said. “It’s all in the attitude.”

“I can do attitude. Trust me.” Sarah looked up at one of the buildings. “What do we do when get into his place?”

“We use this.” Shelly held up a thumb drive. “Plug it in, and it’ll copy e-mails, documents, what have you in a few minutes.”

“Nice. Where’d you get that?”

“Andrew.” Shelly shrugged. “Well, it’s an older version of software the government used to use.”

“Oh, great.” Sarah frowned. “I feel all kinds of safe knowing the government has software to download people’s files.”

“Oh, they have much better than this.”

“And I thought the monsters were scary.” Sarah tapped her fingers on her pant leg. “I don’t know. If this guy has got a line on top-secret information, he’ll get suspicious if we tell him we’re from the government and we’re here to help him.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

Sarah thought for a moment and then smiled. “Yeah, I do.”

 

~~~

 

Shelly rapped gently on the door once more, remembering at the last second to take off her wedding band. She heard something fall inside, followed by an expletive. A few seconds later, the door unlatched and opened.

A man with a scraggly beard peeked between the door and the jamb for a second then opened the door wider. “Can I help you?”

Shelly put on her best smile. “Hi. I didn’t mean to bother you. Do you have a second?”

His shoulders were tense as he leaned away from her slightly. “Uh, you’re not selling anything, are you?”

“What?” Shelly feigned innocence. “Oh no. It’s just… well, I’m looking for a place to live. See, I left my boyfriend.” She wrinkled her forehead and did her best to look teary. “He was seeing his old girlfriend, and I didn’t know until…” She held out her hands, pretending to calm herself.

His shoulders relaxed, and he let his breath out. He chuckled under his breath. “Whoa, that sucks.”

“No kidding.” Shelly resisted the urge to take a step back. Why would he be relieved? Was he expecting someone else? “Well, now I’m looking for a place to live, and I can’t find the main office.” She clasped her hands while still smiling. “You couldn’t help me find it, could you?”

“W-Well, yeah.” He pointed across the parking lot. “It’s behind that building right there.”

“Is it the building by the swimming pool?”

“No, next to that. It’s at the end of this cul-de-sac, but there’s a gate. The gate should be open, but…”

Shelly bit her lip, looking more or less in the direction he was pointing, but not quite, and then shook her head. The way he was looking at her was creepy, but she had to feign interest. Thankfully, she didn’t have to ask him to show her.

“Maybe I could take you there?”

She grinned. “That would be great.”

“Uh, okay. Just a sec.” He closed the door and then opened it a few minutes later, his keys in hand. “Yeah, this place is laid out kinda weird.”

“Well, I’m glad I found someone so helpful, then.”

His face turned red. “Uh, this way.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah watched from the car as the blogger, Carl, led Shelly across the parking lot. She snickered. With an old T-shirt, baggy jeans, and sneakers, he looked just like she thought a computer nerd would look.

She waited until Shelly and Carl were across the parking lot before stepping out of the Impala. By the time she reached his front door, they were out of sight.

So far, so good.

She pulled out her lock picks and went to work on the lock. Most home locks were pretty straightforward. God knew she’d had enough practice, though she was ashamed to admit it. It’d been years since she’d broken into a place, but she hadn’t forgotten how. In less than a minute, she was inside the apartment.

She closed the door behind her, locking it in case Carl got back early. The place looked about like she’d expected. Stacks of role-playing-game books sat on the dining room table amid empty soda cans and bags of chips. A pile of clothes sat on the carpet in front of a pair of bifold doors. The TV was frozen on a picture of Humphrey Bogart pointing a gun at someone. Every piece of furniture looked like cheap particleboard put-together-yourself sets found in discount department stores, including the desk, which held a laptop and two monitors.

She slid into the chair at the desk and plugged the thumb drive into an open USB port. The program started a few seconds later. She peeked between the curtains. A car went by in the parking lot, but she saw no sign of computer nerds. 

A shadow moved across the wall, and Sarah froze. At first, nothing happened. She was just about to write it off to her imagination when a shape darted out from behind the couch. Sarah shouted as the shape tore its way toward the bedroom. It stopped at the bedroom door and stared at Sarah. The cat hissed before disappearing into the bedroom. Sarah let out her breath.

A bright-blue image flashed on the monitor, spiking her adrenaline, but it was only a pop-up window indicating the program had finished. She pulled the thumb drive out, and the message went away.

Her heart pounding, she stood and checked between the curtains again. No one. Releasing the curtain, she dashed toward the door, avoiding the empty Mountain Dew cans and anything else in her way. She had to get out of there, and not just because the blogger guy would return. That flashing blue light had shaken her badly. Why did it have to be blue?

Outside, she shut the door behind her and looked across the parking lot. Two people were walking toward her. Oh hell. She crouched low and went the other way, down the breezeway and down the stairs. On the ground, she tried to walk more naturally, hoping she would look like just another resident.

She fiddled with the thumb drive in her pocket as she went around the next building over to get to the car. The cool autumn air helped calm her, and her fear receded into the background, leaving behind the general tension that had rattled her for months. As long as she at least appeared calm, she’d be fine. In time, she’d be normal again.

That was all she needed. Time.

 

~~~

 

Chimes sounded as John opened the glass door, with Andrew right behind him. The shop was as John had always seen it. Candles littered the store—some lit and some for sale. The place smelled like pumpkin. Behind a glass counter sat over a dozen different decks of tarot cards. Pendulums, wind chimes, dowsing rods, crystals—the store was one of the few privately owned on that part of East Colfax that didn’t sell pornography or paraphernalia.

Mary stepped out from behind a curtain of beads. “Can I help… Oh, there you are.”

“Expecting us?” Andrew stared at a display of crystals. “Hey, where’s your other half?”

“He dropped off the Antikythera dial your protégé stole at NARA on his way into Estes Park. And, yes, I was expecting you. You want to know about the dial.”

John half-smiled. Ian and Mary often foresaw the arrival of guests. Witches. “What’d you learn?”

She shook her head. “It’s not active, but it’s not dormant either. It’s as if it’s primed for something to happen. We decided storing it in a safe place was best for now.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “Conroy told me about the girl.”

“Samantha.” John hesitated. “She said she saw a little boy in the hospital.”

Mary perked up. “Really? Ian and I have seen him too.” 

“We’re wondering if she might be a medium.” John didn’t want to use the term witch, especially since Samantha didn’t have the training.

“Possibly.” Mary furrowed her eyebrows. “Can you arrange for us to spend time with her?”

John nodded. “I’ll talk to Shelly.”

“Good.” Mary brushed at a spot on her dress for a second. “How’s the newbie doing?”

“Not bad.” John glanced over at Andrew, who had spent more time with Sarah but who didn’t offer any additional information. “I think she’s going to make it.”

“That’s good. I like her.” She flashed a smile at John.

For a second, Andrew stared at the fluorescent light in the ceiling through one of a dozen crystals hanging from the ceiling just above the counter. “So you were expecting us, huh? A magic spell tell you we were coming?”

Mary waved her hand at Andrew. “No, silly. Conroy told me he was sending you two here when I told him about this.” She held up her tablet for them to see, which displayed a blog. “Uncommon Caliber? I have to admit, it’s a clever title.”

Andrew turned away from the crystals. “How long have you known about this guy?”

“A while.” She shrugged. “Everything he said was nonsense, so Ian and I never brought him up before. Until now, at least.”

“Lyons,” John said. “And now Fort Lupton.”

“Yeah, and it probably won’t stop there. So Ian contacted our mentor in Estes Park. That’s why he went there, to try and learn more about who is feeding this information to this Carl guy. Or maybe he learned how to do it himself. As for me…” She glanced back and forth between them. “I, uh, decided to take a closer look myself.”

John sighed as he frowned at her. “You’re not trying to view the Other again, are you?”

“Oh, no.” She stared at John for a moment. Finally, she looked down at her feet. “Okay, yes.”

“Damn it, Mary.” John started to pace. “You’ve seen people who’ve seen the Other. They’re in Morrison.”

“I know that, John.” Mary sighed. “Ian and I know what we’re doing, okay?”

“So did some of the people in Morrison.” Andrew shook his head. “Mary, what’s wrong with you?”

“I’m protected, Andrew.” She held up a medallion hanging from one of a dozen necklaces she wore. It bore the emblem of the Christian cross. “He watches me.”

John stared at the emblem. Runes covered its gold-plated surface, not Celtic or anything John had seen before. Likely, they were protective runes. Nothing like it would ever be found in a church. “That won’t save you.”

“You doubt His power?”

“That’s not what we mean,” Andrew said.

“You think what we do is evil?” She put her hands on her hips. “Your boss certainly does.”

“He doesn’t think that,” John said.

“He doesn’t like us using the power, though, does he?” Mary crossed her arms. “I don’t serve the dark one.”

“David knows that,” John said. 

Mary was carrying on her family tradition, passed down from her mother and grandmother. Witches didn’t practice magic for no reason. They served either Him above or the one below. 

“He just doesn’t believe anyone should dabble with the Other.”

“I don’t dabble,” she said. “I study.” She held up her cross again. “And as I said, I have protection.”

“You have eyes to protect you from walking out into traffic,” Andrew said. “But if you insist on dancing with moving cars, nothing will protect you.”

Mary scowled. “You’re a poet, Andrew, but I know what I’m doing. I’ve studied since I was a child.”

“As have others.” John shook his head, pinching the bridge of his nose. “At least tell me what you saw in the Other.”

Mary wrapped her arms around herself, staring at the ground. After a moment, she looked up. “I don’t have details. Something… something huge crossed over. It was like a hole in the world.”

“What kind of hole?” Andrew asked. “A gateway, like the one in Lyons?”

“Actually, that’s the hole I’m talking about.” She sighed. “Now that we know how big that gate is, I’m not sure what we can do about it.” She gritted her teeth. “I need to look further.”

“Further?” Andrew covered his hand with his face. “Mary—”

“Don’t start.” She pointed at Andrew. “I won’t look too deeply, I swear. I don’t want to end up in Morrison either.” She folded her arms. “But we need to know more. All we know is that it’s as if the entity is still emerging. That, or it’s anchored, but it’s the biggest anchor I’ve ever seen. Bigger than a type three.”

“There’s not enough power in the world for a type four,” John said. “Even anchored to the Other, there’s no way it can manifest.”

Mary nodded. “That’s why I want to look deeper.”

“No,” John said. She started to protest, but John stopped her. “If whatever this is notices you scrying for it, you’d be lucky to survive.”

“And if you did survive it…” Andrew pointed west, toward Morrison.

She smiled. “John, no one knows how long it’s been since a god has appeared in the world. It’s possible that…” She turned her lips inward for a second. “It’s possible magic is returning.”

John turned to Andrew, who looked grimmer than John felt. As much as John didn’t like Mary delving into the Other, they needed to know the truth. Magic returning to the world would be worse than World War III.

John held up his hands. “How can we help?”

 

~~~

 

Shelly drove out of the parking lot and glanced at the thumb drive in Sarah’s hand. “That was good thinking.”

Sarah shrugged. “No big deal.”

“Hopefully, Andrew can make sense of it.” Shelly pulled onto the main road and headed for the highway. “It went smoother than I expected.”

“Didn’t trust me?”

“It’s not that,” Shelly said. “He was in shock when I opened the door. I think he might have been expecting someone.”

“Maybe. But given the gaming books on the table and the empty soda cans, I’m guessing he was just surprised a girl came over.” Sarah tucked the thumb drive into Shelly’s purse. “Think he’ll figure out someone copied his files?”

“I hope not. He’s a network admin, though. But even if he does figure it out, I doubt he’d be able to connect it to us. Like I said, good thinking.”

Shelly hoped the praise would help Sarah feel needed. Her breathing had slowed, at least. Shelly had to proceed carefully. The civilian therapist at Fort Carson might have cleared her, but Shelly had heard stories about government therapists, including reports of inappropriateness when dealing with female victims, but nothing conclusive.

“How’d you get in, anyway?” Shelly asked.

Sarah pulled out her lock picks. “I wasn’t exactly a model student in high school.”

“Yeah, Conroy told me stories.” Shelly grinned. “Is it true about how you broke into the gymnasium and hid all the basketballs?”

“Yeah, that’s one of the tamer stories.” Sarah snickered. “It got bad after my friends busted into a liquor store.”

“Oh no.” Shelly sighed. “That was dumb.”

“Not nearly as dumb as getting caught.” Sarah shrugged. “Well, almost caught. I decided I needed a change in my life, so I joined the army.”

Shelly raised an eyebrow. “I suppose a history in the army is better than a criminal history.”

“I thought so, too.” Sarah let out a sigh. “Well, at least until the end.”

Oops. Shelly pulled out onto I-25 as her cousin stared out the window, sniffling. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to bring it up.”

“It’s fine.” Sarah rubbed her nose. “It’s not that. I think I’m allergic to cats.”

“Cats?”

“Yeah, our boy had one.” She laughed. “Damn thing scared the hell out of me.”

“I see.” Shelly gave a small smile. “Believe it or not, that’s good.”

“What? That it scared me?”

“Of course not,” Shelly said. “That he has a cat.”

“That makes him normal?”

“Well, human, at any rate,” Shelly said. “If he were a monster, either the cat would have run away, or he would’ve killed it.”

Sarah stared forward again, not speaking for a moment. “Hey, what happened to you, anyway?”

“What do you mean?”

“I…” She cleared her throat. “I always liked you as a babysitter. And then like that, you were gone. Uncle Conroy wouldn’t tell me what happened.”

“We moved to Black Forest.” Shelly swallowed. “That’s all.”

“But why wouldn’t Uncle Conroy…” Sarah looked at her for a moment. “You saw something, didn’t you? That’s how you got into RoSo.”

“Yes,” Shelly answered quickly. She hated talking about what had happened to her in Black Forest, but she would if it got Sarah to open up. “It’s a long story, but basically—”

“No, that’s all right.” Sarah leaned back in her seat. “It’s tough to talk about it. You don’t have to.”

Shelly sighed inwardly. Poor girl. Sarah wasn’t about to listen to someone else’s problems if that meant she’d have to reciprocate.

Shelly’s cell rang. The funeral dirge told her it was David. She put the phone on speaker. “Yes, David.”

“What happened?”

Shelly looked at Sarah and then back at the road. “We retrieved copies of the files.”

Conroy’s voice came up. “That’s good to hear. How’d he react to the badges?”

“He didn’t,” Shelly said. “We, uh, tried an alternate method.”

“I see.” David grumbled something Shelly couldn’t hear. “I assume you have a good reason for it.”

“We were just sneaky is all,” Sarah said. “We got the files. What more do you want?”

“An explanation would be nice,” David said. “Come on in. I’m looking forward to your report.”

 




 





 

Chapter Five

 

 

John sat quietly in a folding chair while Mary set up candles. He stared nervously at the pentagram on the floor of her basement. Mary had used a computer to chart the diameter of the circle, the spacing of the runes, and the shape of the pentagram within the circle. The shape was important, but not nearly as much as the arcane symbols and runes along the circle.

Andrew knelt near the circle, staring at the symbols. “Mary, when was the last time you went over these?”

“Last week.” She set up a candle at one corner of the pentagram. “We’ll be fine.”

Andrew looked over at John, but John kept his eyes on Mary. The perfection of the symbols was key. The more perfect, the less chance a summoned entity could escape. The most powerful entities of the Other could see the most minute imperfections. They would escape the circle through those flaws, like smoke out of a burning building.

Andrew sat in the chair next to John. “What do you think?”

John rubbed his chin. “I think it’s dangerous. But Mary knows what she’s doing.”

“That I do.” Mary set the final candle on another point of the pentagram, just as she had the other points within the summoning circle. To someone who didn’t know better, it looked like a goofy Satan-worshipping symbol high school kids might draw. In many ways, the simplicity was a blessing. Although rarely, dabblers in magic sometimes managed to summon simplistic beings, and if they drew even the most basic pentagram, it would offer some protection. If something larger came through, though…

“I’m ready.” Mary gestured at two places within the circle. “Gentlemen, if you would join me, please.”

A circle surrounded each point of the pentagram, and a larger circle with runes lining its edge surrounded the entire design. John stood from the chair and sat between two of the smaller circles, where Mary had indicated, with Andrew sitting in the other. 

Mary sat across from them, staying between two points of the star within the pentagram. John avoided knocking over one of the candles as he shifted into a more comfortable position. Candlelight reflected off the white walls and lit up the room, after a fashion. Shadows were still visible in the corners of the room. If the circle was bad, John knew those shadows would come to life once the ritual began.

Mary closed her eyes and held out her hands. For a couple of minutes, nothing happened. John glanced at Andrew, who kept looking at the sporadic darkness throughout the room. Dealing with shadow creatures was fairly straightforward. The only defense was light. The light switch was against the basement wall behind him, next to the stairs—which itself was shrouded in shadow.

The hairs on his arms rose, as did those on the back of his neck. He resisted the urge to look into the shadows. Sometimes, if the shadows suspected anyone noticed them, they’d come forth.

Mary inhaled sharply and parted her lips. She opened her eyes and looked down. In the center of the pentagram, a small part of the floor grew darker than the surrounding area. Soon, the edges of the darkness expanded outward, stopping at the edges of the pentagram and spreading no further. A wave of irritation washed over John, but the sensation wasn’t his own. The darkness, which had turned purple in the center, was the source of the emotion.

The irritation subsided, and the dark circle rose into the air, becoming a sphere that hung just above head level. The entities in the Other had no shape or form. They acquired that, along with sentience, when they fully manifested in the real world. The entity before John could not be seen with human eyes, so it appeared as a ball of darkness. The only difference between it and any other creature in the Other was size… and power.

“Interesting.” Mary’s voice shook and sounded distant, as if the darkness was absorbing its sound. “This one’s powerful.”

“Mary,” Andrew said. “Do you need—”

“Stay where you are.” Her hands, still spread out with the palms facing upward, moved closer together. 

The sphere resisted, sending out waves of anger, but it eventually relented and shrank in size to something more manageable.

Mary took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We’re okay now.”

John glanced at the corners of the room and saw the shadows had deepened. “Are you sure about that?”

“Oh yes.” Mary half-smiled at John. “It got a little scary there for a moment, but we’re okay now.”

“Oh, Mary.” Andrew stood. 

John almost reached out to stop him but halted himself inches from the candle. If he had reached for Andrew, he would’ve broken the circle—exactly what he was afraid Andrew would do. Fortunately, Andrew stayed where he was. God only knew what Mary had summoned through the darkness before them, but breaking the circle would release it. Whatever harm such a creature would do to the neighborhood, they wouldn’t be around to see it. It would end their lives first—or at least send them to Morrison.

“I know what I’m doing, Andrew,” Mary said. “Don’t make me say it again.”

“You didn’t have to summon something this powerful,” Andrew said.

“I didn’t.” She tilted her head slightly as she stared into the dark globe. “It shouldn’t have been this powerful.”

“What went wrong?” John asked.

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I called out as quietly as I could. This…” She nodded toward the darkness. “It just charged forward as if it was expecting me.”

“What do you mean, expecting?” Andrew asked. “How could it know anything?”

“I don’t know,” Mary said. “But it seems to have been self-aware even before it emerged from the Other.”

“How could that happen?” John asked.

She shrugged. “No idea. I…” She narrowed her eyes at the globe. “There’s already an anchor nearby.”

“What?” Andrew leaned closer. “Where?”

“Not far.” 

Her hands moved toward the globe. It flinched, trying to push away but unable to leave the confines of the pentagram. 

She pushed her hands together, and the globe shrank. “West of here. It looks like…” Mary’s eyes widened. Her hands quivered as the sphere started to expand.

“Mary?” John asked.

“Be on your guard, gentlemen.”

The globe of undifferentiated thought reached for John. At least, he felt it reach for him. It probed at him, searching for memories. A memory of an event in Estes Park surfaced. A creature of mud and clay stood over him. Fists larger than John’s head came crashing down next to him, sending debris everywhere. John’s heart pounded as if the event were happening all over again.

John pushed the memory away. The fear of that moment so long ago would feed the entity from the Other, giving it enough power to find imperfections in the symbols on the floor and break free. Instead, he focused on Shelly. He remembered the last time they’d picnicked in the mountains, somewhere near Manitou Springs. They talked for hours, not once bringing up the job. That was the day he’d decided he wanted to marry her.

The creature shrieked in John’s mind as it pulled away from the memory before withdrawing completely. The sphere shrank as it threw anger and rage at him, but he persisted in thinking of Shelly. The positive emotions pushed the creature back into the temporary gateway in the center of the pentagram.

“That’s it,” Mary said. “Keep at it.”

The darkness grew smaller until it was a pinpoint. A cry of rage echoed through the room for a brief second before the entity disappeared. Mary kept her hands raised as she stood, careful not to breach the edges of the pentagram on the floor.

After a moment, she lowered her hands and stood. “It’s gone. We’re safe now.”

John stood, stretching his legs. 

Andrew did the same, grimacing. “That was sloppy, Mary.”

She gripped the edge of her dress. “Don’t start. I told you—something’s different. An entity that powerful should have never approached. It’s like some spirits in the Other are already self-aware.”

“In the Other?” Andrew asked. “How is that possible?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “It feels like a piece of our world is in there. Like another gate. Or…” She snapped her fingers. “It feels like it’s in two places at once.”

“Two gates?” John asked. “I assume one is the house. What about the other?”

“It’s not far.” She stared at the pentagram on the basement floor. “You know, that first gate, the one in Lyons? I think it’s been open for a while.”

“How long?” Andrew asked.

She shook her head. “I’m not sure, but long enough for some entities in the Other to become intelligent.”

“Like a permanent gate?” John asked.

“That would explain what we’ve been seeing,” Andrew said. “Creatures have been awake during the day when they shouldn’t be.”

“And what I’m seeing.” Mary’s shoulders sagged. “Certain spells have been more powerful than they should. I thought my ingredients were more potent than normal. I guess that wasn’t the case.”

“Where is the second gate?” John asked.

She looked at John for a moment before heading for the stairs. “I’ll show you.”

They had to race after her to catch up. Upstairs, she went behind the counter near the register and pulled out her tablet. John glanced out the front window. Mary had closed the shop while they performed the ritual to prevent eavesdropping.

She came around the counter, tapping on the tablet to bring up a map. “Right here.” She pointed at a spot on the tablet.

“You’re sure?” Andrew asked. “That’s where the second gate is?”

Mary nodded.

John looked at the tablet. “Looks like an apartment complex. That’s pretty far south of Lyons.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Mary zoomed in on the area. “If there’s a deity involved, it could have reach for hundreds of miles. Or more.”

John rubbed the back of his neck. “God, I hope you’re wrong.”

“Me too.” She eyed him carefully. “You’re not going there, are you?”

“It’s our job,” Andrew said.

“Then wait until tomorrow,” she said. “By the time you get there today, you’ll only have an hour or so of light left. Meanwhile, I’ll ask around. I know some people who might have an insight.” She sighed. “And other witches need to be made aware.”

John nodded. “Good. Thanks, Mary.”

“Of course.”

“And Mary?” Andrew leaned closer to her. “No scrying without help, okay? Not until we know what’s going on.”

Mary frowned but nodded. “I understand.”

John unlocked the door and flipped the sign around to Open. He looked back at her. “Be careful, Mary.”

“I always am, John.” She put her hand on his cheek. “Shelly’s lucky.”

“Not as lucky as me,” John said.

“Then show it,” Mary said. “If the gods of old are returning, you won’t have much time.”

 

~~~

 

Gerald stepped off the mall shuttle at Welton Street, swearing at himself for the tenth time. The midday sun shone brightly in spite of the cold.

He moved next to a nearby shop window to get out of everyone’s way. He hated saying “excuse me” every four seconds during the busy lunch hour on the Sixteenth Street Mall. Crowds made him want to break things… always had. He was only showing up because—he laughed to himself—because he heard a voice in his head.

Gerald wished the voice had given him a little more information, such as exactly who to look for. 

Unless the voice was teasing him. Or manipulating him.

He remembered one of those stupid eighties movies where a guy tricked another guy by using a transmitter to speak through the guy’s fillings. Gerald let the rage boil up inside, not caring if others noticed. I bet Carl Caliber spoke to me through some kind of hidden speaker. Then he’ll make a mockery of me on his blog. Well, that’s it, then. No more e-mails. No more anything. People are no damn good anyway. Let them all rot.

Someone touched him. He spun around, trying to appear as menacing as possible, not that he would actually hit anyone. But sometimes the threat of violence was enough to make people back off. But the man before Gerald didn’t even flinch.

“Been waiting long?” The man, really a kid no more than eighteen, flashed a smile with missing teeth. His pungent body odor made Gerald’s nose wrinkle, and the kid’s clothes hung off his body as if he had shrunk two sizes. Sores marked his left cheek, and his entire frame was gaunt. 

Gerald had seen kids like that many times. Crystal meth was a hard habit to break, and people like the kid standing in front of Gerald had been using it so long they’d never give it up.

The man’s smile remained, as if he had no care in the world. “Glad you came, Gerry.”

Gerald’s anger melted. He crammed his hands into his pockets so the junkie in front of him wouldn’t see them shake. Dear God, it was him. The voice sounded different, but the tone was unmistakable.

“Don’t call me that,” Gerald said. “And how’d you do that, anyway?”

“Do what?”

“Talk to me? In my apartment.”

“Same way I am now,” he said. “Only I’m up close this time.”

Gerald tried to scrunch his face up in a way that would make the junkie think he had gone too far. “What do you want with me?”

“I need your help, Gerald.” The junkie stood straight, not hunched over like many other addicts. He stared at Gerald with bright eyes, completely aware of his surroundings. He even stepped to the side when someone started to walk too close. But he never took his eyes off Gerald.

Gerald stood with his arms crossed. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”

“Ah.” He finally stopped smiling that toothless smile. “That’s a harder question to answer than you might think.”

Gerald tried hard to look impatient, but the junkie simply stared back, impassive. His eyes had a strange yellow tint, which had to be a result of the meth, but it looked damn unreal.

“Try,” Gerald said at last.

The junkie simply nodded. “Pan.”

Gerald waited for more explanation but didn’t get it. “What’s that mean? Pan fried?”

“No, boy.” He was smiling again, and it wasn’t just the lack of teeth that made Gerald shiver. “I am Pan.”

“What is that? Your street name?”

He tilted his head back as he narrowed his eyes at Gerald for a moment before raising an eyebrow. “Oh, I see what you mean, boy. No, that is not my ‘street’ name.”

“Should it mean something to me?”

The junkie lowered his head, frowning. “I swear, you people are so damn ignorant.” He raised an eyebrow. “The breadth of human knowledge is at your fingertips, and you know nothing. Then again, that just might make things easier.”

“Make what easier?” Gerald clenched his teeth together. “Christ, can’t you just speak plainly?”

“I am speaking plainly, boy,” the junkie said. “I’ve told you my name. You just won’t accept it.”

“Pan? Your mother named you that?”

“Actually, it was my father,” the junkie said. “I’ve had many names over the years. Ammon, Cernunnos, Herne… but I was always fond of Pan.”

Gerald stared at him, letting out a heavy sigh. “All right. Be that way. Why do you need my help?”

The junkie snickered. “You don’t believe me, boy, do you?”

“Why should I?” Gerald pointed at him. “And why do you keep calling me boy? I’m probably ten years older than you.”

“No, you’re not.” He shook his head again. “Ah, forget it. I’ll just prove myself.”

“Prove what?”

“Damn your questions, boy.” The junkie’s face rippled slightly, as if it were water in a pond disturbed by a sudden wind. His face settled down almost immediately. “No. I won’t answer them anymore. Not today.”

Gerald stepped back and then regretted he’d done so. He didn’t want to give the impression he was intimidated, even if he was.

The junkie waved his hand across the surrounding people, all of whom passed by without care for either of them. “Pick one.”

Gerald started to say what but managed to stop himself. “Who?”

“One you like.”

Gerald snorted. “I don’t like any of them. Never have.”

The junkie chuckled. “Don’t blame you, boy. That’s why I lived in the forests and not the cities. But you’re missing my point.” He gestured at a group of women across the street and then to a brunette in the crosswalk. “Go ahead. Choose one.”

The junkie continued to gesture at the women around them, all walking to and from places Gerald couldn’t guess. Gerald did like that much about Denver—all the girls were easy to look at. Not that any woman would ever want anything to do with me.

The junkie looked at him and laughed. “Bad luck with the ladies, huh boy?” He shook his head. “It’s easier than you might think. I’ll teach you in the future. But for now, we’ll do it the easy way.”

The junkie had a hold of Gerald’s hand so quickly he couldn’t react. The grip was firm but not painful. Even so, Gerald tried to pull away, but the junkie’s thin fingers, even though they had wasted away from lack of food and indulgence in meth, held tightly.

“Let me—” Gerald’s voice locked up as a jolt shot through his hand, up his arm, and into his head, making it ring with pain. After a few seconds, the junkie released Gerald’s hand. The pain disappeared all at once, as if it had never been there in the first place.

“Now, boy.” The junkie stood inches away from Gerald. “Now, go choose one.”

“What the hell?” Gerald rubbed his wrist. “What did you—”

The junkie took hold of Gerald’s chin, almost tight enough to squeeze the teeth right out of Gerald’s mouth.

“No more whining, boy.” The junkie’s breath made Gerald gag. “Choose a girl. Any girl you want. Choose her before the sun sets. Touch her and speak to her. She’ll go wherever you want and do whatever you want, but leave her by dawn.”

“Why dawn?”

The junkie smiled, that time keeping his lips together so Gerald couldn’t see his missing teeth. “Or she’ll remember.”

Gerald stumbled back when the junkie released him and nearly bumped into a guy in a suit. He rubbed his jaw. “Remember what?”

“That she doesn’t like you. And then she’ll tell someone.” He tilted his head. “Like the police, for instance.”

Gerald stared at a blonde crossing the street. She looked like any number of ski bunnies in Colorado—thin, nice push-up bra, and attractive in that plastic way that made him wonder what part of her face was makeup and what was expensive surgery.

“Like that one, do you?” The junkie nodded toward her. “Go to her, then. Touch her hand or shoulder or whatever. Talk to her. I promise you she’ll deliver.”

Gerald shook his head. “She’s plastic.”

“Nonsense.” The junkie leered at her, but she took no notice of him. “You’re kidding yourself. This morning, a girl like that would call the cops if you touched her. It’s always been like that, hasn’t it?”

Gerald wanted to deny it, but he knew better. The junkie, or Pan, or whoever he was, was right. No woman like that would ever want anything to do with him. If he tried to talk to her, she’d yell at him. If he touched her, she’d call the police. He didn’t dare.

“I—”

“Don’t say you can’t.” Pan faced him squarely. “You can go back home if you want, boy. Go back to staring at porn every night.”

“What? I don’t—”

“Of course you don’t,” Pan said. “No one does. Not ever.” He snorted. “For Zeus’s sake. I taught the shepherds how rub one out.”

Pan patted Gerald’s shoulder. “If you love your life so much, then go back to it. Otherwise, take a chance. Touch her hand, and she’ll respond like no other girl ever has.” He snickered. “Which I suspect no girl ever has at all.”

Gerald couldn’t stop staring into those yellow eyes. “Why me?”

“Tomorrow.” He pointed at the blonde, who stood on the corner, looking around. “Go to her or someone else.” He removed his hand from Gerald’s shoulder. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Pan strode away, dodging around the people walking along the outdoor mall. No one paid attention to him or even tried to get out of his way, as if they didn’t know he was there while he snaked his way through the crowd and out of sight.

Gerald stared after him for a moment. Nearby, the Sixteenth Street Mall shuttle pulled up. The girl with blond hair was still standing on the corner. She boarded the mall shuttle and waited patiently for the doors to close.

“Take a chance, boy.” Gerald didn’t know if he’d lost his mind or if Pan’s voice was inside his head again.

Whoever it was, he was right.

Gerald jogged toward the door and jumped aboard the shuttle before the doors closed. He grabbed hold of the railing just as it pulled away, heading west toward the train station.

Gerald’s mind raced. Take the train home and forget the whole thing. That man was no god. He was insane. 

She stood next to him, staring out the window. Maybe ten other people rode the shuttle with them. If she got angry and they noticed, they’d side with her.

Quickly, an excuse occurred to him. He stepped toward her and gently ran his finger across her hand. She turned and looked at him.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought I knew you.”

She looked up at him, and to his surprise, she smiled. “Maybe you could get to know me.”

He started to pull his hand away, but she took it and held on tightly. Her smile alone intoxicated him, never mind the rest of her.

He smiled back at her. It looked like he was going home after all, but he wasn’t going there alone.

 

~~~

 

Sarah stared at the menu even though she planned on ordering the same thing she always did. She doubted she was the only one. She suspected every Chinese restaurant in the United States had giant vats of orange chicken in the back.

When Sarah and Shelly had arrived, David and Conroy had already grabbed a table somewhere in the back of the restaurant, in a separate room. The restaurant itself looked fancy enough, with the white translucent doors and Chinese lettering on plaques, along with paintings of lush countrysides and the occasional dragon. The restaurant sat on the second story of a high rise, overlooking Market Street. They had to climb upstairs outside to get back inside. David and Conroy sat on the other side of the large round table, while Sarah and Shelly took chairs across from them.

“Kind of earlier for dinner, isn’t it?” Sarah asked.

“We prefer to have dinner earlier.” David nodded toward a nearby window overlooking the street. “With plenty of time to get home before dark.”

“Good point.” Sarah shifted in her seat a little, trying to gauge how much time they had before sunset by looking through the tiny window David had nodded at. She realized going out at night was likely a thing of the past.

“So, my dear,” David said. “How are things so far?”

Sarah shrugged, trying to sound calm. In truth, the past couple of days had been harder than basic training. “Weirder than the military. Just as much paperwork, though.”

“Well, at least something is familiar to you,” David said. “That should help.”

“Is that what you were doing all day?” Conroy asked.

“After breaking into a total stranger’s apartment, pretty much.” Sarah put the menu down and glared at David. “Apparently, Uncle Sam needed me to fill out some last-minute forms. It’s like the army all over again.”

“The government love of paperwork is a universal constant.” David sipped some tea. “Given the nature of our work, they want to know as much about RoSo team members as possible. It’s a small price to pay for free medical.”

Conroy spoke while still looking at the menu. “And dental.”

“Hope I survive to collect retirement.” Sarah wiped her palms on her pant legs. She tried to do it discreetly, but Shelly saw her.

“You holding up okay?” Shelly asked.

Sarah tried to keep her hand steady. “No worries.”

“You sure?”

Sarah smiled as nonchalantly as she could. “I was on more than one two-way firing range in the sandbox. I’ll manage.”

Conroy’s eyes drew together. When she was a girl, she’d seen him do that before, whenever she said something he didn’t believe was true. I’m fine, or I will be in time, at least.

Shelly pointed toward the front of the restaurant. “Oh, here they are.”

Andrew and John entered the side room where they were sitting. John leaned over and kissed Shelly on the cheek before sitting next to her. Andrew sat next to Sarah. 

He smiled at her. “Weird job, huh?”

Sarah smiled politely in return. “Yeah.”

Andrew leaned closer. “Look, I know it’s difficult. But if you need to talk—”

“Oh for the love of Mike.” Sarah caught herself before pounding her fist on the table. “I don’t need to talk, all right? I’m not made of glass.”

Andrew stared at Sarah with a raised eyebrow for a moment. “Fair enough.” He lowered his voice. “But if you change your mind…” He gestured at Shelly. “Don’t be afraid to make time with Shelly. She’s helped all of us at some point.”

“Oh.” Sarah looked over at Shelly, who was speaking with John in hushed tones. “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind.”

Andrew grabbed a menu and scanned the contents. Sarah pretended to do the same. She’d thought she would be relieved that Andrew wasn’t offering himself as “the shoulder to cry on.” She hated that crap—at least she thought she did. Her stomach knotted. What she hated even more was how much it irritated her that he wasn’t offering her his shoulder.

She pushed that thought aside. She wasn’t going through that again, and certainly not with a member of the unit. She glanced over at Shelly, who was holding John’s hand. Sarah had always been told fraternization between soldiers made the job harder, but it didn’t seem to affect them. I’ll have to check with Conroy.

The waiter set out some tea, and then they ordered. Sarah relented and got orange chicken… again. 

“So.” David leaned back in his chair. “Gentlemen, let’s start with you. What have you learned?”

“Mary says a gate is open,” John said. “Other than the one in Lyons.”

“What?” Conroy set his tea down and leaned closer. “Where?”

“Looks like an apartment complex in Lakewood,” Andrew said. “We have the address.” 

“Another gate to the Other?” Sarah frowned. “Calling it the ‘Other’ sounds dull.”

Conroy eyed her. “You have a better name?”

“How about Hell?”

David chuckled. “That may not be far from the truth.” He looked at John. “So this gate is anchored?”

John nodded. “We, uh, helped her learn more about it.”

David grumbled over his tea. “I don’t like her doing that.”

“She knows what she’s doing,” John said.

“Imagine if we hadn’t been there, though,” Andrew said.

“What happened?” Conroy asked.

Sarah listened quietly while Andrew told the story. When he finished, she sat stunned. “Sounds like you guys had a more interesting time. All we did was steal e-mails from a loser.”

“Really?” Conroy asked. “I think I want to hear that one.”

Sarah let Shelly explain it. When they got to the part of Sarah essentially breaking into the guy’s home, David and Conroy both looked at each other, shaking their heads.

“Why?” Conroy asked. “Why not stick to the plan?”

“You really think this guy’s going to think we’re federal agents? And then let us plug some strange memory stick into his computer?” Sarah pointed at Shelly’s purse. “And I hate those badges.”

“Don’t like your picture?” Andrew mixed rice around on his plate. “I’ve seen it. Could be better, but it’s all right.”

Sarah gritted her teeth and forced herself to ignore him. “We shouldn’t have them at all. We’re not agents. We’re civilians. The fact the government’s giving these things away like they’re prizes makes me wonder what else they’re doing.”

“You mean like covering up the supernatural?” Andrew asked.

“For one, yeah.” Sarah drank some tea, nearly choking. It was way too hot. “For another, how’d we get a hold of that software? The government wants to hold on to all the cool toys we find in the homes of werewolves, but they’ll give us hacking software without so much as a warning to be careful.”

“Sarah, we don’t like to use it either,” Conroy said. “But I don’t think you appreciate what we’re up against. We use the tools necessary to keep people safe.”

Sarah let her breath out slowly. She didn’t agree, not even a little, but she wasn’t in the mood to argue.

“Well, regardless, we got the information.” Shelly pulled the thumb drive from her purse. “Andrew, we could use your help with this.”

“Sure.” He took the drive. “I’ll let you guys know tomorrow.”

“Good work,” David said. “Tomorrow, you’ll need to look into the second gate. First thing.”

The waiter came in with the food. They waited until everyone was served and he left before continuing. Sarah wondered if the waiter was in on everything.

When the waiter was gone, David spoke. “It appears Carl Caliber is blogging again.”

Conroy leaned over as David pulled out his tablet. “What now?”

“This one hits close to home.” David started reading. “‘Tonight, I received a social call from one of the loveliest women I’ve ever seen.’”

“I’ll say,” John said.

Shelly elbowed John in the ribs. “He fell for it easier than I thought he would.”

“He’s a guy,” Sarah said. “What’d you expect?” She glanced over at Andrew, but he ignored her as he listened to David.

“There’s more,” David said. “‘Should’ve known better. When I get back, what do I find but the fact my files had been copied.’”

“No way,” Andrew said. “Look, I know the guy who helped write that software. Government paid top dollar for it.”

“Government pays a hundred bucks for a hammer too.” Sarah looked at David. “I plugged it in and let it do its magic. Should I have done something else?”

“No, Sarah. It should have worked fine.” David continued reading. “‘Between us, I strongly suspect this beautiful creature was MIB.’”

“So we’re men in black now?” Sarah asked. “Can I be Will Smith?”

Andrew leaned toward her. “Noisy Cricket.”

Sarah put her hand to her mouth to hide her snickering.

“If you don’t mind.” David continued. “‘Regardless, this visit has confirmed what I suspected to be true. The incident in Lyons, the one in Fort Lupton, and even the one in Denver a while back—it’s all true. And it appears someone doesn’t want me talking. But never fear, no government stooges can keep me silent.’”

“Challenge accepted,” Sarah said. “Let’s pay this boy another visit and—”

“No, we won’t,” Conroy said. “We have what we need from him. If he keeps this up, he’ll get a visit from Ambrose, who’ll dress him down accordingly.”

“We’ll see what his files and e-mails say and reconvene tomorrow.” David gestured at the meal before them. “And now, shall we?”

 

~~~

 

Sarah walked briskly down the stairs from the restaurant. The cool night air made her cheeks flush. It was a hell of a lot better than the heat of Afghanistan.

She had just exited the stairwell onto the street when she heard a voice. 

“Train again?” Andrew was leaning against the hood of his Shelby Cobra, which was in a no-parking zone. 

Sarah nodded at him. “Yeah, it’s not far.”

“C’mon, I’ll give you a lift. It’s faster.”

“No, that’s all right,” Sarah said. “I got this.”

“I bet you do.” He laughed. “Don’t worry. If I try anything, you know my boss.”

Sarah suppressed a smile. Going with him sounded like a good idea. She did want to go. And then she might invite him up to her apartment and…

She gave in. “Yeah, okay.”

Sarah opened the passenger door while Andrew went around to the driver’s side. When they were buckled in, Andrew started the car. It roared like a lion as Andrew pulled out into traffic, the tires squealing briefly. He angled down Speer Boulevard, and in moments they were on I-25. 

The muscle car’s engine hummed at a dull roar as they coasted down the highway. Sarah watched the last rays of the sun disappear behind the Rockies.

She turned to Andrew as he drove them down I-25. “You guys have dinner together a lot?”

“Once in a while,” Andrew said.

She drummed her fingers on her lap. “So why was there no blood? When they shot that werewolf.”

“Living things bleed. Creatures from the Other don’t, even those that feed on blood. No one really understands why.”

“Creepy.” She found herself shivering. What she’d seen in the desert didn’t bleed either.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

“Nothing.” She shifted in her seat. “It’s just been a long day, that’s all.”

“Nothing to be ashamed of,” he said. “Tell me if any of this sounds familiar. When you think about what happened, your first encounter with the Other, it’s like it happened yesterday. You remember everything about it. You remember what clothes you wore, what the weather was like. You probably remember the exact time.”

“Thirteen thirty hours.”

“What’s that?”

She grinned. “One thirty in the afternoon.”

He paused before continuing. “And you remember every detail about the creature you saw.”

“I didn’t really see anything.” Sarah wrapped her arms around herself. “There was a wind that kept following us. No matter which way we went, it was there. Sometimes the wind would die down, and when it did, we’d see a snake slithering out of sight.”

“Sometimes djinn appear as dogs or snakes.”

“Wish I knew that at the time. Whenever we got close to the snake, it was gone. And then the wind would return.” She crammed her shaking hands into her jacket, hoping he wouldn’t see. “We were outside this canyon, somewhere north of the firebase. We had a report of Taliban forces hitting supply lines along…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. They’re all dead, that’s all. And if it finds a way to cross the pond, it might finish the job.”

“You know that won’t happen.”

“I know.” She sniffed again and wiped her eyes. She took several deep breaths until she was under control. “I just wish their families knew what really happened.” She snorted. “IED, my ass.”

“They don’t need to know,” Andrew said.

“They don’t need to know the truth?”

“They’re better off thinking a bomb took them out, yes.” He looked at her. “Do you really want to tell them a djinni killed them? Or how it killed them?”

She shuddered, remembering what was left of them, what had happened to their bones. “Yeah, when you put it that way.”

They both fell silent, and Sarah resumed staring out the window absently while Andrew drove to her apartment.

Andrew pulled up to the main building’s entrance. 

“Thanks,” she said and opened the door.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow,” he said.

“No, I’ll take the train.”

“I don’t mind.”

She looked over at him. The car’s dome light was highlighting him perfectly. For a split second, she thought of inviting him up. No. That wouldn’t be good. Or rather, it would be too good. She didn’t want to be Jodie, not again.

“Thanks.” She got out and started to shut the door. “But I’ll take the train.”

“Sarah, wait.”

She hesitated before leaning over. “Yeah?”

“Two things.” He tossed a pair of keys at her, which she caught in the air easily. “Those are yours.”

“What’s this?”

“Keys to the Batmobile, Robin.” He patted the steering wheel. “Until you get your own wheels, ol’ chum.”

“What, you’d let me take your Cobra for a spin whenever I felt like it?”

“You wish.” He waved his hand over his dashboard. “Thought you might like this better than borrowing the Land Rover.”

She stared at the keys for a second. They were still rough around the edges, as if they had recently been cut. “I can’t take these.”

“Why? Can’t drive stick?”

She glared at him. “I can use a clutch, thank you. It’s just…” She couldn’t think of an answer. A little thrill passed through her at the idea of having something of his in her hand.

I’m not Jodie.

“Just take them.”

She stared at them a few more seconds before shoving them into her coat pocket. “Fine. You said two things.”

“I did.” He hesitated. “It can’t get you. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know that already.”

“I meant through the gates that are here,” Andrew said. “It needs an anchor, right? Well, a type three can’t just hook up with another anchor. It’d lose all its power, and it takes a long time for it to regain that power, if it’d get its power back at all.”

Sarah stared at him, thinking. “Hypothetically, how could it reach me?”

He shrugged and looked down for a moment as he thought. “It would require magic, or whatever you want to call it, to have returned to the world. But that’s not going to happen in our lifetime.”

She smiled weakly. “Thanks, Andrew. That actually makes me feel better.”

He winked. “See you tomorrow. Ol’ chum.”

“See you tomorrow.” She closed the car door. He sped away, but not quickly enough to squeal the tires on the asphalt. She inhaled the cool night air. She really did feel better, knowing the monster could play in its patch of sand but nowhere else. It couldn’t get her.

She took a breath, and when she let it out, the anxiety went with it. She went inside and walked up the steps to her apartment, letting the anxiety fade away into the background, though it never really disappeared.




 





 

Chapter Six

 

 

Gerald closed his apartment door behind himself and stood in the morning light, smiling. She was still sleeping when he left, whoever she was. Did she even tell him her name? If she had, he couldn’t remember. Not that he really cared.

He skipped down the steps, happy. No, not happy. Satisfied. That was the honest answer. No one was ever happy, only satisfied. “Happiness” was a marketing term.

He crossed the street into the park. He almost never went into Washington Park. What was a park, anyway? Just a big fat piece of green in the middle of a lot of concrete. But he went out anyway. He just… knew that he had to.

Gerald soon found who he was looking for. Pan was sitting on a bench, resting his arms on his knees. His hair was shorter, though unkempt. After a moment, Gerald realized he was staring at a different person altogether. The only trait that was the same was the yellow eyes. The body was different, but the man was still the one he’d met the day before.

“How was the girl?” Pan grinned, revealing a mouth full of healthy teeth.

“Good.” Gerald smiled in spite of himself. “She was…”

“Better than porn, eh?”

Gerald stared at the body before him. Unshaven, torn jeans, old shirt, and dirty coat, and the left shoe had a hole in it. Still, it was better body than the last one. More importantly, he didn’t smell like a sewer.

“Pan. That’s what you called yourself.”

He nodded.

“Not…” Gerald’s thoughts raced through the possibilities, the obvious one unimaginable. “No way.”

The man pointed across the street, toward Gerald’s apartment. “You need more proof?”

“You’re Pan,” Gerald said. “As in the Greek god?”

“In the flesh.” He stood, holding his hands out before him. “Or someone else’s, anyway.”

“That’s how you spoke to me.” Gerald flittered his fingers in front of himself. “Magic?”

“For lack of a better word,” he said. “I nudged you into finding that, eh, blogger too.”

“Can I see your conch?”

For a moment, Gerald thought the man, Pan, would be angry at the dismissive question. Instead, he opened his jacket up. Sitting at his waist was a seashell. It looked large enough to bulge under the jacket, but it didn’t.

Gerald whistled. “So it really instills panic?”

“Indeed, it does. It’d clear the park even if it were full of people.”

“Show me.”

Pan laughed, covering up the conch with his jacket. “That would be a sight, wouldn’t it?” He shook his head. “Later. When it counts.”

Gerald stared for a moment. “Shouldn’t you be in the forest?”

“No people in the forest these days, boy. No nymphs either, so why bother going to one?” He waved a finger around the park. “Did you know that for the first time in history, more people live in cities than outside of them? Your people have come a long way.”

“How do you know these things?” Gerald started to sit down next to Pan then changed his mind. He wasn’t quite ready to sit next to a god. “Not just little facts like that but other things, like English? It didn’t even exist in your day.”

“No, boy, it didn’t. But the minds of the bodies I inhabit know of such things, and therefore so do I.”

Gerald looked back at his apartment. “Speaking of which, what happened to the other one?”

“Other one?” He made an aha motion. “That body… expired.” He shook his head, staring at the sidewalk. “It didn’t last long. Most abusers don’t.” He looked up at Gerald. “This one’s a little better. It should last just long enough.”

“Long enough for what?”

Pan bared his teeth. “Ah, that’s the real question, isn’t it?” He looked back toward Gerald’s apartment. “Tell me, would you like another?”

“I’ve already got one,” Gerald said.

“Not for long.” He looked back at Gerald. “By now, she’s trying to figure out what she was thinking the night before.”

“Maybe I should go talk to her.”

Pan laughed. “Why?”

“Well, she’s probably wondering—”

“Look, boy.” Pan pointed at his chest. “I know a thing or two about girls from back in the day—nymphs, goddesses, as well as mortals. They are all women, all interchangeable, but they are all different too. They smell different. They taste different.” He pointed at the apartment. “You already know what that one tastes like. Go get another.”

Gerald thought for a moment. “Maybe a redhead this time.”

“Yes, boy.” Pan chuckled. “Now you’re talking.”

Gerald narrowed his eyes. “Why do this for me?”

“A show of good faith.” Pan waved his hand across the park. “All of this could be yours.”

“The park?”

Pan laughed so hard he nearly fell over. Then his yellow eyes focused so intently Gerald felt as if he were being x-rayed. “I mean the world.”

Gerald frowned. “How—”

Pan rushed forth and grasped Gerald by the shoulders. Gerald thought his collarbones would break from the pressure. “Does it matter?”

“I—”

“Enough.” Pan released him, and Gerald barely managed to remain standing. “This body”—he gestured at himself—“won’t last forever. None of these fragile shells do. They are weak with chemicals and regrets. They are hollow in both body and soul. To go the distance, I need a willing host.”

“But why me specifically?”

“Because you’re willing, boy.” Pan held up his finger before Gerald could interrupt again. “Don’t start. I know what you’re going to ask. And the answer is no. You won’t lose who you are. You will still be Gerald. I will simply inhabit you and guide you.”

Gerald stared for a moment. “And then what?”

Pan smiled. “Power, boy. Power will happen to you. You will receive it, and you will use it on others.”

Pan turned away, gesturing all around. “Look at them.” He pointed at the handful of people in the park who had shown up, mostly to jog, in the early morning hours. “They have pointless dreams and fantasies. The true nature of the world eludes them.”

“Clueless,” Gerald said under his breath.

Somehow, Pan had heard him. “You understand. I knew it.” Pan grinned more broadly than seemed possible. “Yes. They are clueless. But we can show them.”

Pan pointed at a random person in the park, walking a dog. His belly hung over the hem of his cargo pants as he sipped on a Starbucks coffee cup.

“Look at him,” Pan said. “So goddamn happy with himself. You think he’d be happy if he knew the true nature of the world?” Pan pointed at Gerald. “If he were smart, like you, he’d think differently.”

Gerald nodded, knowing that was true. He had always suspected it, and a Greek god just confirmed it. People were too stupid to understand how screwed up the world was. But Gerald was smart and thus understood the truth. In the world as it truly was, happiness couldn’t exist.

“You know the truth of it all, boy. Or at least enough of it.” Pan walked toward Gerald, still pointing at him. “You carry that burden of knowledge around on your back like a mule. Well, it’s time for that to end.”

Pan strode toward Gerald, stopping inches away. “I’d be honored to have you as my vessel.”

Elation overcame Gerald. He’d known that one day his time would come. Is it finally my time? Only one way to find out. “What do I have to do?”

Pan went grim. “It’ll hurt. At first.”

“I don’t care.”

“Good.” Pan reached for Gerald. 

Darkness clouded his vision. For a time that was both an eternity and a second, he felt only pain. He thought he was screaming, but he couldn’t be sure. Something entered him, something larger than he could imagine. It took up every part of his mind and body, tearing him apart and then rebuilding him all at once. 

Gerald let the pain wash over him, knowing it would be worth it.

 

~~~

 

Morning sunlight streamed through the windows of the packed train. No one really spoke to each other, and no one looked at Sarah. Stifling a yawn, she shook her head. Coffee helped, but what she needed was more than a few hours of sleep each night. She felt as if she’d just drifted off the night before when her alarm went off in the bedroom. It startled her awake in spite of the fact she had curled up in the kitchen again.

The train stopped at Eighteenth, the same station she’d exited when she met Conroy on her first day, and she walked down the train steps and exited with a half dozen other people. They ignored her, proceeding to their jobs.

“Conroy said you’d be early.”

Sarah spun around, looking for the source of the voice. Andrew sat on a bench, his head turned toward her. His smile was boyish, playful.

She wrinkled her eyebrows while waving a finger at him. “Don’t do that.”

“Didn’t mean to startle you.” He tilted his head slightly. “Rough night?”

“Nothing coffee won’t fix. Why are you here?”

He stood. “They want to meet us at the facility.”

“Facility? I’m assuming somewhere besides the office.”

“Yeah, it’s up in Broomfield. Everyone will meet us there.”

She shrugged, trying to be nonchalant. “Lead the way.”

 

~~~

 

The sun was in Sarah’s face again, just like the evening before. Except this time, they were heading north in the morning instead of to the south end of Denver, to her apartment. Periodically, she glanced over at Andrew as he drove. The third time she did it, he laughed.

Sarah spoke through gritted teeth. “What are you laughing at?”

“You,” he said. “What are you looking at?”

She stared forward, crossing her arms. “Nothing.”

“Uh-huh.” He kept smiling. “You’re holding up pretty well.”

“What do you mean?”

“Under the pressure. You’ve only been doing this a few days, but you’ve already seen a lot of action, and I—”

“What?” She clenched her jaw. “You thought I couldn’t handle it? I’m a professional.”

“Not in this business.”

“I’m a professional,” she said. “I’ve seen combat. Granted, it was terrorists instead of monsters, but I know what it’s like.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I suppose.”

Sarah sat, her arms still folded, and looked out the window, letting the sun blind her. After a while, she spoke. “Why’d you come and get me and not the others?”

“I was the closest. Otherwise, someone else would’ve gotten you.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped before she could stop herself. “I could’ve taken the bus, you know.”

He shook his head. “Too far north. This is faster.”

“What is this facility, anyway?”

“You’ll see.”

She threw up her arms. “Okay, how about we knock off this mysterious crap. I got enough of that from those rear-echelon morons in the army, making me swear to not talk.” She waved her hands in the air. “‘Don’t talk or the monsters will come.’” She crossed her arms. “I still don’t buy it.”

“Well, supposedly that’s how it happens.”

“Supposedly.” She pinched her lips together. “That means there’s no proof.”

Andrew nodded. “Good point. We’re going off things written ages ago. There’s tons of records in the archives. People working with the SRTs have been translating them for years.”

“I thought NARA was just a cover?”

“They store documents and relics for us too. There are over ten billion documents, videos, and audio recordings, along with hundreds of thousands of historical artifacts, all documented by NARA. It’s the perfect place to hide relics of power.”

“Just like that warehouse in Raiders of the Lost Ark.” Sarah thought about it for a moment while Andrew exited the highway and headed west. “You got the Ark of the Covenant there?”

“No, that’s in DC.”

Sarah chuckled. “Good one.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah followed Andrew through the facility. From the outside, it seemed huge, but the only thing she’d seen of the interior had been corridors. Closed blinds covered the windows of doors leading to other offices. Through yet another set of double doors, a middle-aged woman sat at a desk, drinking what smelled like chamomile. Andrew gave her a little wave, but she just frowned and reached under the desk. A buzzer sounded, followed by a click at a side door. The woman never gave Sarah a second glance.

Past the side door was another corridor. Sarah sighed, which made Andrew smile. 

“Last one,” he said. “I swear.”

The hall ended at another door, which Andrew opened, and he ushered Sarah inside. The room beyond looked like someone’s den. A large flat-screen TV sat against one wall with several movie-theater-style chairs set in front of it. In the space between the chairs and the TV was a table with a laptop, and several folding chairs. 

Sitting next to Shelly, John nodded at the two of them. Conroy fiddled with the laptop, with David looking over his shoulder.

David looked up at Sarah and Andrew. “There you are. Welcome to NARA. Tea?”

Sarah glanced at the steaming kettle sitting on a tray off to one side, wondering how many doors and corridors it had passed through to get there. “No thanks.”

“Very well.” David nodded and looked at everyone. “On to it, then. I’ve authorized Mary and Ian access to the Antikythera gear at their leisure. It is being stored away as we speak.”

“Will it be safe here?” Sarah asked.

“Most definitely.” Conroy waved his hand around the room. “Wards and other fail-safes are in place to keep out people who can scry for such things.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “People like Mary and Ian?”

“People less scrupulous than them, yes. Plus, we have it inside the specialized container they gave us.”

“That would be the second one they gave us,” Conroy said, glaring at Sarah. 

She shrugged but did nothing more.

David pressed a key on the laptop, causing a PowerPoint presentation to appear, showing a schematic. Sarah did her best to keep from rolling her eyes. Upper echelons in the military loved PowerPoint. She, like most soldiers, hated it.

David set his tea down on the table and gestured at the screen with a laser pointer. “This is one of about a dozen configurations of what the Antikythera mechanism might have looked like when put together. This particular arrangement shows the missing mechanism as the central piece.” Still standing, he pressed a key on the laptop. The slide changed several times, showing different schematics. “These are other possible configurations. The correct one is anyone’s guess. It’s been a mystery since divers discovered the original pieces over a hundred years ago.”

“You couldn’t have e-mailed us this?” Sarah asked.

“Top Secret,” Conroy said. “We don’t just store relics like the gear you recovered. We store information here as well.”

Sarah nodded. “Yeah, Andrew mentioned something about that in the car.”

“Did he?” David looked at Andrew. “Did she mention the Ark of the Covenant?”

Andrew snickered. “Of course. Told you she would.”

“I should’ve known.” David turned back to the PowerPoint slide. “You two are a lot alike.”

Sarah felt her face go hot. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, my dear. Moving on.” David cleared his throat and continued before Sarah could say another word. “Andrew, did you look at the files from the blogger’s computer?”

“Right here.” Andrew pulled the thumb drive out of his pocket. He slid the laptop toward himself and plugged in the drive. “They weren’t exactly encrypted. I guess our friend didn’t think he needed to.”

On the large TV, a single document replaced the slide while Andrew spoke. “Apparently, Mr. Caprinsky has an account with eHarmony and is a member of the Taylor Swift fan club.”

“How about we skip to the important stuff, Andrew,” Conroy said.

“Right.” Andrew pulled up another document. “Here’s the text of the e-mails we care about. They track back to an e-mail set up through an IP linked to an address in the Washington Park area. Apparently, someone there has been sending information on our recent exploits to Caprinsky, who in turn blogged about the events in question.”

“So who is it?” Sarah asked.

Andrew pulled up another file, which displayed a stream of text divided into sections. In the upper left was a picture of a young man wearing a T-shirt and sporting bangs parted on one side and long enough to hang below his chin. He looked like half a dozen boys Sarah had known in high school. He gave her the creeps just as they had.

Andrew pointed at the big screen. “Gerald Francis lives near Washington Park. He is a student, though currently, he is not taking classes or working a steady job.”

“Welfare?” Sarah asked. “Funemployment?”

“Trust fund. Money isn’t a problem for him.” Andrew pushed the laptop aside. “This guy has no obvious contacts with the government.”

John rubbed his forehead. “What else do we have?”

“I’ve got more information on our werewolf.” Conroy grabbed the laptop and pulled up a file. “Eric Argyle worked in marketing for a software-development company. No connections to the government.”

“Just a propensity for walking around in the daylight as a wolf,” Shelly said. “My God, what if every type two is walking around in the daylight?”

“Unlikely.” John said it quickly, brushing it off. First sergeants had done the same thing when they were uncertain about something just to keep others from worrying about the problem. “If Ambrose knew, he would say.”

“Like he didn’t mention he knew a werewolf?” Sarah asked. “We need to look for puddles. Government’s got a leak, and my money’s on Ambrose.”

“Could be his assistant, Pendleton.” Andrew rubbed his chin. “I bet he started around the time all these troubles started.”

“I’m more willing to believe that.” Shelly let out a deep sigh. “Ambrose is too loyal. But whoever Gerald Francis’s contact is, how did he know about the events so soon? He’d have to notify this blogger right as the events happened, at the very least.”

“All good points.” David picked up his tea again. “However, none of this explains why Mr. Argyle stole the Antikythera gear.”

John wrinkled his brow. “Maybe he’s being controlled by someone else.” 

“Ambrose did show up to collect the device,” Andrew said.

Conroy shook his head. “Ambrose is a lot of things. A traitor is not one of them.”

“And Ambrose didn’t even mention the device,” Shelly said. “It was Pendleton who mentioned it.”

“It makes sense,” John said. “Ambrose shows up out of nowhere just as Lyons happened and then Fort Lupton. Pendleton tags along each time.”

“But how did he know about Lyons in the first place?” Conroy shook his head. “Homeland Security lets Ambrose run without a leash. They don’t even want to know what goes on with the Special Recovery Teams.”

Sarah thought for a moment. “Maybe Pendleton read a memo he shouldn’t have?”

“Unlikely,” David said. “To my knowledge, the head of Homeland Security is briefed by Ambrose directly.”

“But even if Ambrose is behind it,” Shelly said, “how did he get a werewolf involved? Type twos don’t exactly take orders from people. That’s like us taking orders from a hamburger.”

“A witch?” Sarah asked.

David shook his head. “The power necessary to control type twos is astronomical. No witch alive today could manage such power, at least according to Ian and Mary.”

Sarah thought for a moment. “What about a type three?” 

For a moment, no one spoke, their expressions grim. 

“I’m assuming that’s a yes.”

“A type three might,” John said. “And a type four probably would.”

“Let’s hope that’s not the case,” David said. “If a type four is here, God only knows what damage could be done.”

“How bad could it be?” Sarah asked. “I mean, if he’s anchored in place, he can’t exactly take over the world, can he?”

No one spoke.

“Oh, c’mon, guys,” Sarah said. “Throw me a bone here.”

Andrew looked for a moment at David, who sighed and nodded. He maneuvered the laptop mouse briefly, after which an image appeared on the large screen. The grainy, black-and-white video flickered like an old movie. After a few seconds, Sarah realized that’s exactly what it was—film stock that had been transposed into video.

A figure stood in a room, staring at the floor with folded hands, long hair covering her face. Her dress and loose shirt were of an old style and indicated she was a woman, but she was so skinny, Sarah couldn’t be sure. Something dark covered the concrete walls behind her as if grime had been splashed onto them.

The camera shifted to the left to include two men in old Nazi officer uniforms, complete with baggy trousers and swastika armbands. One man, an officer from what Sarah could see of his insignia, stood before the woman at parade rest, regarding the woman before them. The other, an officer as well, adjusted his collar and stood partially behind the first officer.

Sarah looked at Andrew, tilting her head. He simply nodded at the screen.

Text in German appeared across the bottom of the screen, with an English translation just below it but no sound. You are being treated well, yes?

The figure, the woman, looked up and opened her mouth, her jaw falling below her collarbone. Her head lolled to one side, then back, then to the other side in a circular motion. The woman repeated the gesture, going faster and faster until her head was a blur. The officers took a step back, still maintaining some composure while the woman spun her head like a top.

Seconds after it started, her head jerked to a stop. Black eyes, much larger than a human’s, focused on the two officers. I need more.

The officers looked at each other and then at the woman once more. One of the officers held up his hands. We have more children coming soon.

Sarah caught her breath. She started to speak, but Andrew shook his head and nodded at the screen again. Sarah swallowed and kept watching.

Teeth as long as a man’s fingers filled the woman’s mouth as if they were simply sprouting like weeds. What do you wish of me?

Rifle barrels appeared off camera as two lower-ranking soldiers moved into view. Even on the grainy film, Sarah could see the muzzles shake. The woman regarded them, her mouth opening so wide the jaw was almost between her breasts, making the soldiers back away. One officer turned on the soldiers and said something that wasn’t translated.

After the officer faced the creature once more, her eyes focused on him, growing even darker, as if leeching the light out of the air. Her jaw closed, reducing in size to something more or less human. Answer me.

The officer again resumed a parade-rest position. We require your help.

Her head lolled back as her mouth opened again. Her teeth had disappeared, leaving only a black hole in her skull. Yes, you do.

The officer’s head tilted to the side. You know what is going on outside?

Of course. Your enemies march on the city as we speak.

The officer held his head high. If they catch you, they will experiment on you, if not outright destroy you.

Her head darted back and forth between the officers. They will try.

They will more than try. When they come here, they will see you as a monster and treat you accordingly. The officer waved his hand through the air. We, however, are more sympathetic.

She grinned, a black slit nearly splitting her head in two. Yes, I’ve seen your sympathy in the camps.

We are building an empire that will last a thousand years. We must destroy those that are impure. Help us, and you and your kind will be exalted.

Her grin vanished. Why should I? That army is nothing to me.

We will feed you.

She perked up as claws several inches long extended from each finger. She stared at the officer as she waved her claws back and forth.

The officer continued. In the process of preserving the master race, we have isolated those that would pollute humanity’s bloodline. We can give them to you.

Her head began lolling back and forth again. 

The officer went on. Many are children. Think of it. We have hundreds of thousands. And more. You will feed well for a long, long time.

Her head darted back and forth between the two officers, so fast it blurred again. Finally, she stopped and stared straight ahead.

“Brace yourself.” David’s voice startled Sarah after the quietness of the film, but it wasn’t nearly as startling as what came next.

The woman’s mouth opened again, stretching inhumanly wide. The teeth returned, much longer than before. I will not ask for what I can take.

Her hand swatted at the officer on her right, as if swatting at a fly, but the gesture tore the officer’s head from his shoulders. As the body fell to the floor, flashes erupted along the edge of the screen from the soldier’s rifles. They couldn’t miss at that range, but the creature ignored them, focusing on the other officer.

I must feed before I flee.

The officer’s mouth opened wide in a silent scream. He held up his hands while her neck stretched toward him like a snake. She slapped at his raised arms, which fell to his sides and hung uselessly, bent in half at the forearm. Her mouth enveloped his head, knocking his cap to the floor. His arms and legs went rigid as she drove her teeth into his neck, and seconds later, his body went limp like an old doll. In one motion, she tilted back, lifting the officer into the air, and swallowed him whole.

She ran her claws along her stomach for a moment. At the edge of the screen, flashes continued erupting. The entire time, the soldiers had been firing on her. One dropped an empty magazine on the floor and prepared to load a fresh one. The other stepped closer, aiming directly at her head. Without looking at the soldier, the woman backhanded him. A dark stain appeared on the wall behind where the soldier’s head used to be. His rifle fired one more time as his finger squeezed the trigger by reflex, and then his body collapsed.

In a flash, she disappeared. Arms flailed at the edge of the screen for a few seconds. Then, the camera swayed back and forth a couple of times before falling to the floor, pointing down a concrete corridor, the camera view turned ninety degrees. At the other end of the hall, the woman stood, her arms longer than before, long enough to touch the ground as she stood upright. She stared back down the hall, but not at the camera. Her teeth had returned, growing longer than before. One tooth went through her bottom lip, causing something dark to ooze from it.

The creature’s arms rose and reached for a door to one side. In one simple motion, she tore it from its hinges. Her lips curled upward into a snarl as she glided, not walked, through the doorway and out of sight.

The video ended, frozen on the last image.

The room was quiet for a solid minute before Sarah spoke. “Where was…?” She looked at David. “What was that?”

“We don’t know for certain,” David said. “We suspect it is Baba Yaga.”

“Baba what?”

“A witch in Russian folklore,” Shelly said.

“Was that a type four?” Sarah asked.

“A type three,” John said. “Though we believe the Nazis attempted to contact type fours.”

“Supposedly, the Nazis were trying to build the Antikythera device.” David sipped his tea calmly. “Based on what Allied troops discovered, they were likely successful and used that knowledge to open gateways.”

“If that thing had cooperated,” Andrew said, “it could’ve defeated the Allied army as they marched into Berlin.”

John gestured at the screen. “And that was just a type three. A type four could probably have defeated all the armies on both sides in a matter of minutes.”

Sarah kept staring at the frozen image. “Where’d this come from, anyway?”

“The Führer bunker,” Conroy said, “along with several other relics. The Nazis built the bunker over a natural anchor to the Other. They may have turned it into a full-fledged gate, but details are sketchy.”

“What else did they find there?” Sarah asked.

“More film, for one thing,” David said. “Gears of a recent manufacture, though ancient in design, probably part of an Antikythera-like mechanism. The Nazis were fanatical about the occult. They attempted various summoning rituals. Most ended in failure.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Most?”

“Well, what you saw worked for a while,” Conroy said. “They summoned a Russian witch into a Berlin bunker. God only knows what else they tried to pull forth from the Other.”

David pointed at the frozen image on the screen. “Prior to this film, the Roosevelt Society was merely a research organization. Once we realized the magnitude of the threat, we began actively seeking out the supernatural and destroying it when necessary. For a while, at least.”

“For a while?”

Conroy nodded. “Back in the seventies, we were shut down. The CIA believed such creatures were so isolated they were not a threat.”

Sarah pointed at the screen. “They didn’t think that was a threat?”

“They thought the danger passed when the Nazis stopped actively engaging the Other,” David said. “Unfortunately, there were still incidents, but the CIA deemed them unlikely to affect the population at large. Thus, nothing was done, and they regulated the Roosevelt Society to a research-only organization once more.”

“People inside RoSo disagreed,” Conroy said. “And thus…”

“We went private.” Sarah stared at the screen. “But the government has the SRTs now. Why have special recovery teams if no one thinks there is a threat?”

“A few incidents happened in later years that changed their minds,” Conroy said. “Including a big one back in the eighties. The government then formed the SRTs, but by that point, RoSo was deeply in place nationwide. So we work together now.”

Sarah continued staring at the frozen image. “Do you think it’s still there?”

David and Conroy both stared at the screen, both setting their jaws as they did. Sarah knew the look well. She had the same expression when she thought of what happened in the desert.

John broke the silence. “It doesn’t matter. Right now, all we have is this Gerald Francis guy. Whether Pendleton is involved or not, or someone else, this college boy is definitely in on it.”

“Agreed.” David took a sip of tea. “John, you and Shelly will scout the location Mary pointed out.”

Andrew pointed at Sarah and himself. “What about us?”

“You and Sarah are going to check out this Francis guy,” Conroy said. “See what he knows.”

Sarah shook her head. “He’ll get suspicious.”

“We could act like true believers.” Andrew looked at Sarah. “We could pretend to have found out about him through Carl.”

David raised an eyebrow. “That would put a wedge between Gerald and Carl. That would at least plug the leaks for the moment. I like it.”

“I don’t.” Sarah held up a hand. “He’ll know something’s up, especially considering what just happened with the werewolf. He won’t trust us.”

“He will if you’re careful.” Shelly pointed at the screen. “He doesn’t work or go to school, and he plays online games in his spare time. He’s a loner. What few friends he has I suspect are all online. If he thinks Carl told you about Gerald, he’ll feel betrayed. Play it right, and he may vent.”

“Sounds good.” Andrew winked at Sarah. “We could be the happy couple who bonded after seeing the Marfa lights together.”

“The Martha what?” Her face flushed as she remembered the rest of what he’d said. “We are not a couple.”

“Of course not. It’s called acting.” He glared at her. “Why, what’d you think I meant?”

Sarah opened her mouth and then closed it again. Her face tightened as she looked at David. “I hate to say it, but I think Andrew’s right.”

“I agree.” David smiled at them both, setting the teacup and saucer on the table. “Let us know what you find. Oh, and take the Land Rover, will you? I believe it’ll be less conspicuous than Andrew’s road demon.”

Andrew sighed. “Fine.” He looked at Sarah. “Mind if I drive?”




 





 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Shelly sat quietly, eyeing John from time to time as he drove. He turned off the highway onto Kipling Parkway and headed north then took the next left. Surrounded by trees, the apartment complex wasn’t next to the foothills, but they loomed high.

John drove slowly, scanning the buildings. “Fairly isolated.”

“There’s a golf course on the other side of those trees.” Shelly scrolled through the map on her phone. “It’d provide good access to the foothills or surrounding neighborhoods.”

John nodded. “Let’s check it out.”

He pulled the car over, and Shelly stepped out, surveying the parking lot and apartment buildings. The usual telltale signs of monsters weren’t present. People were walking along the street. Someone hurried down a set of steps of one building to his parked car, paying them no attention at all.

“There.”

Shelly looked toward where John pointed. A woman in a hoodie and wearing earbuds was jogging with her dog along the sidewalk next to the complex. She ignored them, looking straight ahead. The dog ran ahead, its tongue hanging out and its tail wagging.

“What?” Shelly shook her head. “Maybe this isn’t the right—”

The dog skidded to a halt, spinning around to face the apartments. Its ears went flat as it stared at the one of the apartment buildings on the far-west end of the complex. The woman nearly stumbled over the dog. She pulled out her earbuds and reached down to pet the dog, but it didn’t react to her attention. Instead, the dog’s tail went between its legs as it backed away. The lady said something to it, but then the dog turned and did a dead run to the end of its leash. From there, the dog dragged the woman along as it tried to get as far away as possible.

“That’s the place,” John said.

The exterior of the building looked no different from the others. The windows had curtains, all closed. Usually, the windows and doors would be boarded up, but sometimes monsters blocked the windows from the inside so as not to call attention to themselves. If so, that meant one of them was smart enough to hide and not be obvious about it. It could be a long-lived type two.

Or something more powerful.

Mary had felt a gate was there, which meant a type three could be present, one that instinctively understood human perception. Whether type two or three, it was bad. A type four would be terrifying.

Shelly let her breath out. “I guess we should have a closer look.”

 

~~~

 

Gerald sat in his living room. The lights were off and the blinds drawn, but he saw every detail of the room clearly, as if a spotlight was shining on it. It’d never been so clean. Stacks of newspapers filled the recycle bin to the rim. He had washed the dishes, vacuumed the carpet… and even scrubbed the toilet. All that work had only taken a better part of the morning.

“There, now you don’t live like a pig. Or dress like one.”

Such a comment might have annoyed him before, even if the voice came from his head. But cleaning the house wasn’t a chore. It was invigorating. So was wearing a collared shirt. Clean nails and slicked-back hair were a nice touch. When Pan suggested the change, Gerald thought he would look like some wannabe Wall Street type. Instead, he liked what he saw.

“Now we just have to trim that hair a bit.”

“Is that part of the power I got from you? House cleaning and dressing up?”

“Don’t be a wiseass, boy. I gave you something you obviously lacked. Discipline. Maybe that trust fund had something to do with it.”

“Hey, lay off that.”

“Still sensitive, I see. You need to exercise that newfound discipline. As well as explore the gifts I’ve given you.”

“Like what?” Gerald asked. “I mean, can I…”

For a moment, Pan said nothing. “Ah, of course. You mean can you have a redhead this time? Of course. And there’s more.”

Gerald looked over at the giant seashell sitting on the freshly scrubbed kitchen counter. “That’s it, huh?”

“The infamous conch.”

“I still want to use it.”

“You will.” Pan laughed. “It’ll be a treat when you do. Trust me.”

Gerald’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He whipped it out on instinct and pulled up the message. Several images popped up.

“Right on time.”

He scanned through the images. The first showed two women sitting in a four-door car. He couldn’t make out their faces, but they appeared to be in front of one of those generic apartment complexes.

He swiped to the next image, and his mouth fell open. “That’s…”

“The girls of your dreams?”

Gerald nodded. Standing next to the car in the photo were the blonde and the redhead from his vision, apparently arguing. “How did you get this?” Gerald checked the sender. “I don’t know who this is.”

“He is the man you met earlier in the park. I used his body and his car to follow these lovely mortal specimens and took pictures with his phone.”

“Why am I just getting them now?”

“I time delayed it in case you said no, at which point I would have canceled it.”

“But why—”

“Look at the pictures, boy.”

The next image showed the redhead knocking on a door. The one after that showed her walking next to a slightly overweight man with shoulder-length hair. “Is that…?”

“Your friend Carl Caliber? Indeed, it is.”

“What’s he doing with her?”

“A better question is what the blonde’s doing.”

Gerald swiped again. She walked from the car toward the same apartment door. The next picture had her kneeling next to the lock.

“So what is she doing?”

“Picking the lock, of course. She looks military.”

“They teach lock picking in the military?”

“I can tell by how she moves. Soldiers all look the same, no matter the era.”

Gerald swiped to the next photo. She had the apartment door open. In the next few photos, she was leaving then going down the steps and around the back of the building.

“You warned him, but he was only thinking of the pretty girl at his door.”

“Did they learn anything from him?”

“That may well be.” Pan sighed, and Gerald felt it. “We should assume that’s the case.”

“Just great.” Gerald started to pace. “What do we do now?”

“For starters, we calm down.”

“Easy for you to say. You’re a god. I’m the one who has to deal with feds.”

“Use your brain, boy. Look at them. They’re not federal agents.”

Gerald stared at his phone again, swiping through the images. “Then who are they?”

“I don’t know. Not for certain, anyway. But I do know they’ll have a hard time stopping us.”

“Oh yeah? What can we do?”

“Go over to the couch.”

“Why?”

“You always question me, boy. You’d think you’d have learned by now. Just go to the couch and stand at one end.”

Gerald did so and waited. Nothing happened. “What now?”

“Pick it up.”

“The couch?”

“Of course.”

“It’s a sleeper sofa. It’s too heavy.”

“You got it up here, didn’t you?”

“The movers did the work.”

“Well, now you can do it. Pick it up. And use only one hand.”

Gerald knelt, feeling stupid. With one hand, he reached under the edge.

“I said pick it up.”

Gerald stood, expecting his arm to pull itself out of socket. Instead, he stood to his full height. His hand still gripped the edge of the couch, which was in the air. He hardly had to exert himself at all, like picking up a newspaper.

“You see, boy? Now put it down so we can make plans.”

Gerald set it down and stared at his hand for a second. “Plan what?”

“Lunch, for starters,” Pan said. “Who knows when we’ll eat next? And then we take over the world.”

Gerald snorted. “Seriously. What’s next?”

“You thought I was joking, boy?”

“Oh, come on. The world? No one can do that.”

“No one human can do that. Have a look outside, will you?”

Gerald slid open the glass door and stepped on to the balcony. Below in the park, people walked their dogs, jogged, rode bicycles… the same crap they did every day.

“Look at them,” Pan said. “They have the gift of sentience, but how many actually use it?”

Gerald nodded. “A waste.”

“Yes, boy. You understand. That’s why I chose you. Your people rule this world now, but they do nothing with it.”

“Now?” Gerald watched a redhead jog through the park. “It wasn’t always like this?”

“No.” Gerald’s skull vibrated as if something inside growled. “In the times before the collapse, you mortals bowed to us as gods… because we were gods.”

“The Greeks worshipped you.”

“Me and others.”

“Did you know Zeus?”

“Feh!” The exclamation made Gerald’s ears ring. “That bastard. He thought he ruled us all.”

“I thought he did.”

“Not me.” A sense of amusement fluttered through Gerald’s head. “Well, not that I ever let on about it.”

Gerald chuckled. “You had the nymphs. What else did you need?”

“I’ll tell you about Selene sometime.”

“I’d like to have her myself,” Gerald said. “It doesn’t sound like such a bad life.”

“It wasn’t. But I also had little other interests.”

“What changed your mind?”

Pan paused a long while. Gerald could feel him gathering his thoughts. “I… saw the future.”

“The future?”

“My future. Your past.”

“What did you see?”

“My death.”

Gerald recalled something about that from a mythology class. “You were the only god to die, weren’t you?”

“According to Plutarch, yes. But I can change it. That and much more.”

“How?”

“With your help.” Pan chuckled. “Later. For now, we have work to do. First—”

Gerald’s smart phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. “It’s Carl.”

“Ah. Well, this is serendipitous. Answer it but say nothing until I take over.”

“Take over?” Gerald tapped the answer button. “What—”

Gerald’s body locked up, frozen midpace. He couldn’t wiggle his toes or feel the clothes on his back. Panic welled up in him as his lungs stopped working. Even his heart had stopped. At least, he couldn’t feel the blood flowing through his veins. He tried to gasp, to pull in air somehow, but he might as well as have being breathing in a vacuum. He detected no sensation of any kind, and the autonomic part of his brain screamed to do something before he died.

A few seconds later, his body started moving once more. Gerald wanted to gasp, but his lungs wouldn’t obey his command. He had the sense he was breathing, though he couldn’t feel the air in his lungs. His arm lifted the phone to his ear without his permission. He tried to put it down again, but his arm ignored him. Gerald was in the backseat of his own body while Pan drove.

“Carl.” It was Gerald’s voice, but he wasn’t speaking. “What’s new?”

“You tell me.” Carl sounded irritated. “You were supposed to call.”

Gerald tried to wince, but his face wouldn’t respond. He’d forgotten he’d promised Carl to call back with more dirt soon. He tried to say something, but his mouth didn’t obey.

“Of course.” Pan cleared his throat, or rather Gerald’s throat. “I simply forgot.”

“Yeah, well I wanted to thank you for the tip too, and… hey, are you feeling okay? You sound sick.”

“A touch, perhaps.” Gerald’s throat cleared itself again. “What did you need?”

“You said you’d have more dirt.”

“I do have more dirt,” Gerald’s voice said. “In fact, I want you to document it.”

“I can bring my camera?”

“More than that. I want you to show it live to the world.”

“Live? You mean stream it?” Carl gave short laugh. “That would rock.”

“It would. I’ll tell you when and where.”

“Okay, but—”

Pan hung up the phone. Without warning, Gerald’s mind pushed forward as he swam through mud, and then he was back in control. He stumbled, catching himself before he fell to the floor.

Gerald flexed his fingers. “Jesus.”

“I thought it better I take over than explain what I wanted you to tell him.”

“That was insane.” Gerald took several deep breaths as if he hadn’t done so in a few minutes. Pan was doing it for him, but Gerald’s mind believed he had not been breathing. “Warn me next time, will you?”

“Crybaby. Very well, I’ll give you sufficient warning in the future. In the meantime, we need to keep Carl on a leash. We’ll throw him scraps for now until we need him.”

“Why bother? What good is he to us?”

“He will document what we are about to do. You see…”

Gerald waited for Pan to finish. He was about to ask what was wrong when Pan spoke again. 

“Well, it seems my concerns have come true. We have guests.”

“Guests?” Gerald went to the window next to the front door and peeked between the curtains. Someone dressed in all black and a helmet crouched just under the window. “Who is that?”

“A better question is who they are. Look in the park.”

Gerald peered between the blinds again. Men were hiding behind vehicles as they spoke into radios. Others hid behind trees, scrambling from one to the other.

“Looks like the police are on to us already, boy.”

“Oh God.” He stepped back from the window. “What do we do now?”

“We run for it.”

“Run? They’re cops. They have guns. They’ll find us no matter what. Did you even stop to think about this before—”

Gerald’s head snapped back, making his head ring. It was almost as if someone had slapped him.

“Stop your whining, boy. This is nothing, especially given what you are now.”

“What am I?”

“Oh, Zeus and Hermes, boy, don’t you listen? You have my power flowing through you now. Getting away from the police is easy. Remember the couch?”

The doorknob twisted as whoever was on the other side tested the lock.

“Time to go.”

“Maybe I should gather some things first.”

“What for? Soon, you’ll have everything you want or desire. And more.”

“But—”

“Look around you, boy. Nothing you see matters any longer. You’ll never come here again.”

Gerald stared at the door. The knob had stopped twisting, probably when they figured out the door was locked. They’d kick it in before long. “Where will we go?”

“For now, away from here. And then, to a place I know. But first, take the conch.”

Gerald grabbed the conch, not taking his eyes off the door.

“No more hesitation, boy,” Pan said. “Move with a purpose as a leader should. Better to act without thinking than to not act at all.”

Gerald took a deep breath, his blood hammering in his ears as he reached for the doorknob.

 

~~~

 

Sarah slammed the Land Rover’s passenger door shut and checked her weapon under her jacket. The apartment building across the street was about five stories high, with each unit facing the park. A flimsy-looking railing ran along the breezeway on each level.

Andrew came around the front of the car, staring up at the apartment doors lining the walkways. “Think we can sweet-talk him?”

Sarah shrugged. “I could lift up my shirt. That might work.”

Andrew looked down at her, a big grin on his face. “I’d like to see that.”

“Not going to happen.”

He sighed as he pretended to wipe away tears. “Even though we’re together now?”

“We are not a thing.” Sarah’s face tightened. “You know that.”

“Of course I do. I was just kidding. You’re so serious all the time.”

Sarah had to force herself to unclench her fists. Back in Afghanistan, the squad used to dog each other all the time. It had been okay then, but with Andrew it was… different. Civilians. They’re little more than boys. The last relationship she’d had, if it could be called a relationship, was a prime example. That man didn’t seem to understand the concept of consequences. He—

She took a deep breath. I’m not Jodie. “Let’s just get this over with.”

“Sure thing.” Andrew put his arm around her, making her jump as he squeezed her arm. “Honey.”

Sarah started to say something, when she saw movement on the balcony above. Three people knelt on the fifth-level breezeway, creeping slowly toward what looked like the apartment where Gerald lived. They looked thicker than normal, something she’d seen in Afghanistan. Whoever they were, they were wearing body armor.

She nudged Andrew. “Who called the cops?”

“What?” Andrew looked up at the balcony. “Who the hell…” He closed his eyes and frowned. “Ambrose.”

“He undercut us?” Sarah put her hands on her hips. “Why didn’t he let us—”

Wood shattered somewhere above them as though a door had been kicked in. Sarah had her Glock drawn a second later. She started to say “fricking cops,” when debris rained on top of them. The door had exploded outward, which meant the cops weren’t responsible. Andrew pulled her back, putting a hand on her gun. “Put that away before—”

A heavy thump vibrated the street some ten feet behind Sarah, like a bowling ball dropped from the sky. A thin man with long hair and wearing a collared shirt knelt on the ground. He cradled a huge seashell in one arm. The asphalt had cratered beneath him. He locked eyes with Sarah as he stood up. Even with his hair slicked back, Sarah recognized him. “Gerald?”

He blinked, surprised, and then ran his eyes ran up and down her. “Morning.”

“Morning.” Sarah lifted her Glock, but he was already standing in front of her. She’d never seen someone move so fast. He slapped the gun from her hand before she could pull the trigger, sending it skidding across the pavement until it stopped in the middle of the road.

Gerald grinned at her before leaping into the air as if fired from a catapult. From the height of the jump, he could’ve easily leapt back into his apartment. Instead, he came down on a parked car.

“Watch it!” Andrew covered her just in time. The car windows exploded, showering them with glass.

Gerald laughed even as police poured out of the park and swarmed around the car, pointing pistols and shotguns at him. He ignored them, still staring at Sarah. “I’ll call you, baby. That’s a promise.”

The car roof collapsed further as he propelled himself into the air a good thirty feet. He landed somewhere in the street. Cars honked, and tires squealed as they tried to avoid him. One car crashed into a parked minivan and then was rear-ended in turn.

Andrew stared at Sarah, still hovering over her, having shielded her from the shattering windows. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. Now get off me.” She pushed him aside and ran for her gun in the road, ignoring the honking horns and Andrew’s shouts. No way was she leaving her weapon behind. She was too good of a soldier for that. 

A man with an untrimmed beard leaned on his horn and flipped her the bird, but he ducked below the dashboard once he saw her pick up the gun.

Sarah ran back toward the Land Rover, holding out her hand to Andrew. “Gimme the keys.”

“What?”

“I’m driving.” She had her hand on the driver’s-side door handle and wasn’t about to budge. “Don’t argue.”

He stared at her for a full second before fishing the key out of his pocket. “I think I’m going to regret this.”

He tossed the keys to her, and she jammed them into the lock. She had the door open and was in the driver’s seat, turning over the engine even as Andrew slid into the passenger seat. He barely had time to shut the door before she peeled out of the parking space.

 

~~~

 

Gerald had never been physically active in the past, but at that moment, tearing through the park felt good. Energy poured through him as he passed a car doing thirty. The driver, a woman with thick-rimmed glasses, stared at him, agog. Grinning, he pounded his fist on the front fender of her car. It caved in, shattering the headlight and the blinker. Panicked, the woman swerved into another car.

He stopped and turned to survey his handiwork. Pretty decent damage for a few minutes of mayhem. And things were just getting started.

An SUV pulled out of a parking slot and headed straight toward the two wrecked cars. Even from that distance, Gerald could make out the blond girl driving, gritting her teeth as she aimed the SUV straight for him. In the passenger seat was the man who had shielded her from debris when he landed on the car. 

A twinge of jealousy ran through Gerald. Was the man her boyfriend? Probably. The things she’d no doubt done with him, that she let him do to her… the thought made Gerald’s blood boil.

“Kill him later, boy,” Pan said.

Kill him. Yes. That sounds just perfect. Gerald knew he could crush the man with ease. And when he did, the girl would be his.

But that was for later.

The asphalt gave way under his feet as he propelled himself into the park. Behind him, the Land Rover drove over the curb, heading straight for him. She was gaining, and the cops were also getting their act together and coming after him.

“It’s time. Use it.”

“Use what?”

“Oh, Apollo’s manhood, boy. The conch. Blow it.”

“Huh?” Gerald put his hand on the conch. “Now?”

“Yes. Do it before you end up in jail.”

Gerald slid to a stop, sending sod and gravel into the air, which showered the people around him. Ignoring their shouts, he put the conch to his lips. The breath he took was deeper than he thought possible.

The conch roared like a harmonious cannon. The low tone vibrated every molecule in his body, but to the surrounding people, it was far more devastating. Some fell to the ground in agony. The rest scattered like pollen to the wind. Whatever they held they dropped—cell phones, picnic baskets, or even purses—in a mad dash to get out of the park. The thought that a few might not get out alive put a smile on Gerald’s face.

The best, though, was the Land Rover. The windshield had shattered inward from the blast, sending debris all over the occupants. The blonde screamed, but she kept the vehicle steady as she accelerated, straight toward Gerald.

“Good work, boy. Now run. We’ll get the girl another day.”

Gerald took off again. He passed a set of metal bollards at the end of a sidewalk and ran across a parking lot to the road leading out of the park. Cop cars approached from both ends of Franklin Street just ahead. They would arrive just as he exited the park. Gerald didn’t know if Pan’s power made him bulletproof, but he wasn’t about to find out.

Tires screeched as the cop cars braked hard, blocking the park exit. Gerald leaped a good ten feet and landed on the roof of one police car. One overhead light was crushed under his left foot, and the entire car roof caved in. The windows shattered, sending glass all over the road.

He didn’t wait for prodding from Pan. Gerald bent his knees and launched himself into the air, further crushing the police car until it looked as if a wrecking ball had fallen on it. For a moment, Gerald felt like he was flying. He sailed over the front yard of an older home and landed hard on the roof. Old-fashioned wooden shingles shattered and flew up into the air. A cracked wooden beam was the only thing that kept him from falling through the roof altogether, not that that would have hindered him.

In the street, some police stared up at Gerald as he stood on the roof. Others pointed their firearms at the Land Rover, which had come to a stop in front of the police cars. The blonde stepped out slowly, her hands in the air.

Gerald curled his lip. Cops. They couldn’t get him, so they went for her.

“Not bad, boy. Now let’s get out of here.”

Gerald jumped again, caving in the roof of the house completely as he jumped to the next roof. He jumped from block to block across rooftops until the park was out of sight.




 





 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Shelly was listening to the radio while John spoke with Conroy on the phone.

“We’re getting conflicting reports,” the radio said. “According to a witness, someone jumped off a building and ran across the park while being chased by an SUV. However, police have dismissed that report as hysteria, indicating the incident appears to be drug related. The reasons for the air horn are still unknown, though police say it was likely used by perpetrator as a distraction.”

“Drug related?” John shook his head. “Ambrose and his people work fast.”

Shelly switched off the radio. “They tried to chase him?”

John shrugged. “I might’ve done the same thing. They’ve got their FBI badges, so they’ll be okay with the police.”

“Conroy said she was hot headed, but my God.” Shelly looked over at the apartment complex. They’d been there for half an hour without seeing anything unusual. “What now?”

John started the car. “We’re getting a closer look at this apartment.”

He made a U-turn in the street and drove back to the apartment entrance. After parking, he looked over at her, smiling. “I have an idea.” 

John exited the car, and Shelly followed him. Together, they walked through the doors of the main office into a huge open area with overstuffed couches and chairs. Off to one side was a smaller office. 

A middle-aged woman waddled out to greet them. “Can I help you?”

Shelly smiled as brightly as she could. “Yes, we’re… looking for a place to live.”

“One bedroom.” John wrapped his arm around her and gave her a little squeeze. “Can you help us out?”

“Oh, certainly. One moment, please.” She went back into the smaller office, a spring in her step.

When she was out of earshot, John spoke. “She seems normal enough.”

Shelly nodded. So far, everything did seem ordinary.

The woman appeared again, holding a key wrapped in electrical tape and dangling from a long chain. “Right this way.” She led them outside to a golf cart, and they piled in. The manager drove them through the complex. “We have many different amenities. A pool, gym, Jacuzzi.”

“Sounds good.” Shelly spoke to the manager while John scanned the nearby buildings. From what Shelly could tell, the apartment complex seemed typical.

“How many other places have you looked at?”

“A few,” Shelly said. “We only just got started.”

John nudged Shelly and pointed. They were heading directly for the building that had terrified the dog earlier.

“We just had a unit become available,” the manager said. “It has an excellent view.”

“Wonderful.” Shelly had to force her smile. The lady seemed normal, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t under the control of something more powerful.

The golf cart veered off course as the manager angled for the building just next door. She pulled into an empty parking slot. “Here we are.”

Shelly continued to banter with the apartment manager but kept an eye on John. He scanned all the surrounding buildings, frowning.

“We’re on the second floor.” The manager moved up the stairs, holding the railing in a death grip as if afraid she’d fall over any second.

“Sounds good.” Shelly smiled at the manager and then looked at John, who came up behind the woman, nodding at Shelly.

All the apartments opened into breezeways, with no interior halls. If anything supernatural was present, and John seemed to think something was, then it’d be inside the apartments themselves. Shelly grasped her purse, where she kept her gun, in case something was hiding on the other side of the door.

Gasping for air after climbing the stairs, the manager produced the key and unlocked the apartment door. “Please, have a look.”

“Thanks.” Shelly started to step inside, but John put a hand on her shoulder. Moving past her, he scanned the interior. After a few seconds, he switched on the lights, and Shelly winced. Artificial lights didn’t impact supernatural creatures, not like sunlight did, but it often disturbed them. For a moment, Shelly waited, tense. Nothing happened.

John turned around and winked at Shelly and then went deeper into the apartment. Shelly followed, and the manager came in behind her.

“We just had it painted,” the manager said. “As you can probably tell. It’ll be fine by the time you move in.”

“I see.” Everything looked in place instead of completely wrecked by monsters. “When will it be available?”

“We can do the paperwork today if you like,” the manager said.

“We’re still looking.” John emerged from a bedroom. “It looks very nice.”

“I think you’ll enjoy it.”

“I’m sure we will.” He nodded at Shelly. “Hon, I forgot about our appointment.” He tapped his watch.

Shelly grimaced. “Oh, right.” She turned to the manager. “I’m sorry, but we have to go.”

The manager nodded, looking a little disappointed. “I see.” She recovered and smiled. “Well, I hope we’ll see you again.”

“Likewise,” John said.

Outside, the manager locked the door. 

On the way to the stairs, John bumped into her. “Oh, I beg your pardon.”

“That’s all right.” The manager continued to smile until they reached the bottom of the stairs. “Yes, well, when you’re ready, please let us know.” She gestured at the golf cart as she got in. “Need a ride back?”

“Our car’s just over here,” John said. “We’ll keep in touch.”

The manager nodded and drove away in the golf cart. From John’s expression, Shelly knew they would return, but not when the manager expected it. “The place looked clean.”

“Something’s here, though. I think we should set up the surveillance gear in there.” He nodded back toward the apartment. “We’ll need to get the surveillance gear from the Land Rover.”

“Okay, but how do we get back in?”

From his pocket, John pulled a key that had black electrical tape wrapped around the base. When Shelly groaned, John just smiled. “She’ll get it back.”

“Imagine my relief.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah waited as patiently as she could manage while the cops kept an eye on them. A police sergeant had already read her the riot act. In retrospect, maybe chasing down the impossibly strong and superfast maniac was a bad idea. Still, she wasn’t about to apologize for it.

“This is your fault, you know.”

Sarah spun around and glared at Andrew. “Really? You handed me the keys, remember?”

“Hey, don’t blame me for you driving through the park like a madwoman. I thought you were going to chase him down on the road.”

“He was running through the park.” She pointed toward the house with the ravaged roof. “What was I supposed to do?”

“Let him get away instead of causing more mayhem.”

“Well, it looks like that’s what happened.”

Andrew crossed his arms and leaned against the SUV, scowling. Sarah didn’t care whether he was mad or not. She took a deep breath. Her hands had stopped shaking, at least. When Gerald had cratered the asphalt, she nearly jumped out of her skin. And that wasn’t nearly as bad as the ear-splitting sound that shattered the windshield.

She rubbed her arms as a chill went through her, as if the roar were still there, vibrating in her bones. She shook her head slightly and looked at Andrew. “Why do we have FBI badges instead of Homeland Security ones?”

“People see FBI, they think we’re after your typical criminal who’s crossed state lines.” The tone of his voice told her he was still upset. “They see Homeland Security, they think we’re after terrorists. FBI is less intimidating.”

“I’m sure FBI agents would love to hear that.” Sarah smiled, hoping it would defrost the chill between them. It didn’t. She sighed heavily. “I bet they also love that Homeland Security can just print out any kind of badge they want.”

“They’d hate it if they knew about it,” a voice said. 

Sarah turned just in time to catch her FBI badge. 

Ambrose was striding toward her and Andrew. The look on his face was the same she’d seen on him each time she met him before, as if he were indifferent to everything, including the fact that monsters walked the Earth. “You’re lucky.”

Andrew pocketed his badge. “He wasn’t after us.”

“No, you’re lucky I was here.” Ambrose nodded back at the cops who kept sneaking glances in their direction. “I told them you were rookies designated to watch the proceedings while a senior agent was present but not to interfere.” He shook his head. “I had to tell them you two would be disciplined.”

“Thanks,” Andrew said. “What happened here, Ambrose? Why’d you send the cops?”

“I didn’t.” Ambrose turned and looked behind him. Standing near a group of cops was a short, balding man with heavy-rimmed glasses and a bad comb-over. “My worthless ‘assistant’ took the initiative. Again.” Ambrose put his hands behind his back, but Sarah saw him make fists before he did so. 

Sarah looked at Pendleton, who refused to look at her. “You haven’t fired that clown yet?”

“Believe me, I’d love to.” Ambrose looked directly at her. “But I can’t. Orders from on high. He’s my assistant in this matter whether I like it or not.”

“It’s not like them to keep you on a leash.” Andrew looked over at Pendleton. “Where’d this guy come from, anyway?”

“Somewhere from Homeland.”

“How long ago?” Sarah asked.

Ambrose shook his head. “A week ago. Why?”

Andrew’s shoulders sagged as he sighed. “A few days before the Lyons incident.”

“Yeah, so…?” Ambrose blinked. He looked back at Pendleton, who was speaking into his cell phone while also trying to adjust his tie.

“And they dropped him in your lap, just like that?” Sarah snorted. “I’ve dealt with rear-echelon types before. You can’t spit around them without proper paperwork, and it takes weeks for it to go through. I guess so everyone gets plenty of warning.”

Ambrose kept looking at his assistant while pointing a finger at Sarah. “That’s a very good point.”

“Someone set this up,” Andrew said.

Ambrose nodded. “All before Last Day.”

“Last Day?” Andrew snorted. “No way.”

Ambrose’s lips thinned. “Probably not.” He pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll keep you apprised.” He walked away, dialing a number.

When he was out of sight, Sarah spoke. “Last Day?”

Andrew watched as Ambrose disappeared into a crowd of cops, steering clear of Pendleton, who was speaking with what looked like a Denver PD detective. “He means our last day. When power returns to the world.” Andrew turned and faced her. “Ambrose thinks that time isn’t far off. He won’t say why, though.”

Thoughts of blue demons entered her mind, making her teeth chatter. Those creatures wouldn’t be limited to the desert anymore. “Think he’s right? That’s why he’s setting up DIA?”

Andrew shook his head. “I think he’s paranoid. We should head back to the office. David is going to want to have a chat.”

“They’ll have to come get us.” Sarah nodded toward the missing windshield on the Land Rover. “Hope you guys have Triple A.”

Andrew’s phone rang. He put it on speaker. “Conroy. What’s up?”

“You guys having fun four-wheeling?”

Sarah ignored Andrew’s glare. “Uh, depends what you mean by fun, Uncle.”

“We’ll talk about that later. Right now, I need you to meet up with John and Shelly. They’re certain there’s something at that apartment complex.”

“Yeah.” Andrew stared at Sarah, who just smiled. “You’ll have to come and get us.”

Conroy paused. “What’d you do to the Rover?”

 

~~~

 

Gerald drove, his elbow resting on the open window. The cold wasn’t uncomfortable in the least. In fact, it was invigorating.

“Exit here,” Pan said.

Gerald did so without bothering to signal. The drive had been boring. Running all the way to wherever Pan wanted to go sounded like a much better idea, but Pan had said discretion was better. Yes, he’d made a scene running from his apartment, but that was an emergency.

The energy coursed through him. He wanted so badly to jump from the moving vehicle and let it roll while he ran for cover. It’d be a sight to see what the car would do at fifty miles per hour without a driver.

“You like mayhem, don’t you, boy?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“No argument from me. But later.”

“What are we doing now?”

“Laying low, as the saying goes.”

“What for? They can’t do anything to me.”

“All of them could. Turn on the radio.”

Gerald took a minute to figure out how the radio worked in the car. It wasn’t his, after all. He had yanked someone out of his car at a red light, throwing the man across two lanes of traffic. Remembering that made Gerald smile. People hadn’t even rushed to help the man as Gerald sped away.

Finally, he adjusted the radio to some AM station. He loathed those stations so much, but they were the ones that carried the news. They were already talking about the incident, but they made it sound as if he were a maniac on drugs who’d probably broken his ankles from the jump. They’d labeled him a trust-fund child, and according to neighbors—the neighbors, traitorous bastards—he was a loner with no direction in life. The lies they told made him grip the steering wheel so hard it creaked under the strain.

“Easy, boy. We want them to think this way.”

“What, to think I’m some sort of loon? I could show them how wrong they were. I’d make sure they’d never forget.”

“And you will, but not now.”

Gerald pounded the steering wheel, cracking it. “When?”

“You need to learn patience, boy. There’s a time and place for things. And when that time comes, we’ll act. And the world will tremble.”

He grinned at the idea of everyone bowing to him. It was his destiny. Of that he was sure.

“Pull in here. Head to the building at the far end.”

The apartment complex had been way over on the west end of town, far from anything. Washington Park was much better. Trees, grass, a lake… and a short walk away from the light rail. Getting cooped up in a dingy apartment wasn’t exactly Gerald’s idea of fun. What he really wanted to do was find some guy with an attitude problem and fix it for him, no charge. Or, even better, find the witnesses and convince them, one by one, to keep their mouths shut.

“I like how you think, boy.”

“No one will talk. I’ll make sure of it.”

Pan paused before responding. “Ah, you just want to do something, don’t you, boy? Sitting around doesn’t suit you.”

Gerald smiled as he pulled into a parking spot of a single apartment building, the one farthest west in the complex.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be occupied all night. Trust me. Now, head on up. Number 302.”

Gerald exited the car and took a look around—no one. He went up the exterior stairs, taking three at a time. Before he could knock on 302, it opened. A towel with no eyeholes covered the head of whoever, or whatever, opened the door. Gerald entered after a gloved hand waved him inside, then the door closed behind him.

No lights illuminated the room. That didn’t impede Gerald’s sight, but it was unusual. A complex amalgam of cardboard and duct tape covered the window frame, keeping the window’s blinds on the outside of the cardboard. From the outside, it would look normal. Someone or something had stacked furniture in the corners of the room to make the living-room area as large as possible. A single overstuffed chair sat in the middle of the room.

“Better let me handle this, boy.”

“Handle what?”

Shadows appeared just then, for Gerald hadn’t seen them before. Some came from the kitchen, as if they’d been sitting in the cupboards or under the sink. Most came from the bedroom. They looked like men and women, but something was off about them, as if each had a deformity or an illness that couldn’t be seen. Gerald was positive he was the only human in the room.

A corner of Gerald’s mind told him to turn tail and run back out the door or at least rip the box off the window and allow sunlight to stream in. He ignored the feeling, intrigued by the people before him even as they terrified him. 

“Give me control. That is, if you want to survive this.”

Gerald’s skin tingled as the creatures surrounded him, a tingle that turned into a burning. Gerald spoke as quickly as he could manage. “All yours.” His limbs went numb as his mind pulled away and Pan took over.

The monsters stopped advancing. Pan spoke to them, though not aloud. After a few seconds, the creatures dropped to their knees, bowing their heads. Gerald didn’t know whether that was for him or Pan.

Slowly, the feeling returned to Gerald’s limbs as he was put into the driver’s seat once more. Pan retreated deeper into Gerald’s mind.

“They fear us both. You are second to no one but me. They now know this.”

“Who are they?” But Gerald knew that was the wrong question. What he should have asked was what they were. 

The things before him had human forms, but they didn’t move like people. One man grinned broadly, his teeth impossibly sharp. A woman with black eyes—not black irises, but blackness where eyes should be—reached out and touched his hand. Gerald shivered as he grew colder than he had ever felt before. If Pan had not been a part of him, he doubted he could’ve survived the experience. She bit her lip as she stared at him, her own blood oozing down her chin.

“They are my servants. They are the creatures in your world that hide in the shadows. They have many names—vampires, werewolves, banshees, trolls, even bogeymen—but all are linked to my true home, the Primordium. And they all feed off your kind.”

“No,” Gerald said. “They’re not my kind anymore.”

“Of course.” Pan laughed. “My mistake. They are your kind now. And they answer to us.”

Another man appeared, his face covered in fur. His arms were equally hairy. He grunted something, as if he were a dog acknowledging its master, and then he backed away.

“Enough.”

The creatures shook at Pan’s silent voice. One by one, they receded back into the corners of the apartment whence they’d come—all except one. She stood before Gerald, staring at him with eyes that shone from a face that seemed innocent. Her breasts were hidden by red hair draping over her shoulders. The only clothes she wore were her jeans.

“You did say you wanted a redhead next, didn’t you, boy?”

Gerald smiled as the woman before him stared. She grinned, revealing row after row of sharp teeth. In no way did that detract from her beauty. On the contrary… it enhanced it.

Inside his head, Gerald felt Pan acknowledge the woman, as if giving her permission. She straightened her back. In one movement, she tore away her pants, ripping them to shreds.

“As I said, boy. You’ll be occupied all night.”

She was on Gerald in an instant.

 

~~~

 

Sarah sat in the backseat of the Mitsubishi, with Andrew next to her. They had transferred all the gear from the Land Rover into the trunk. Getting the cardboard table in there was a trick, but they’d managed it somehow.

“Using the Land Rover would’ve been easier.” Andrew gave Sarah a look. 

She shrugged.

“Triple A’s handling the Land Rover.” John eyed Sarah in the rearview mirror. “Speaking of which…”

Sarah eyed him back. “Yeah?”

“Heard you went cross-country.”

“Yeah, that was interesting.” Andrew looked into the backseat. “Did David fill you in?”

“We got a call, yes.” Shelly nodded. “And it was also all over the radio.”

“Oh, great.” Sarah glanced at Andrew, who simply stared out the window without looking at her. She resisted the urge to sigh. “What are they saying?”

“That it’s drug related.” John looked at Andrew. “Think a type three is involved?”

Andrew let his breath out. “I hope that’s all it is.”

“The surveillance gear will help us learn more,” Shelly said. “We’ll set it up at the apartment.”

Sarah looked at the sun. They had maybe two hours of light left. “I guess we better hurry, then.”

“We have time.” John drove into an apartment complex. “We’ll pull around to the back of the building.”

In front of what looked like the main office, an overweight, middle-aged lady was digging through the bushes. John and Shelly turned away, covering their faces.

“Friend of yours?” Sarah asked.

“Let’s just say she’s probably looking for this.” John held up a key covered in black electrical tape with a thin chain hanging from it.

Sarah grinned. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one with a dodgy past.

John drove through a narrow passage between two buildings and parked in back under the shade of an aspen tree where they could unpack the car in private. They didn’t take long to unpack the car and drag the gear up the outside stairs to the apartment on the second level. When it was unloaded, John went around the side of the building, leaving everyone else upstairs to set up the gear.

Sarah glanced at her watch as she cracked open one of the cases. “How long is this going to take?”

“Not long,” Andrew said. “We’ll have plenty of time to get away.”

The equipment in the cases consisted of two laptops, cameras, and something she couldn’t recognize. It looked like a jumble of bare wires jutting out of a small black cylinder, like a knitting mistake if someone had been knitting with copper wire. A faint hum emitted from the device when Andrew plugged it in. He pointed at it. “Displacement detector.”

“Displacement of what?”

“Time and space,” Shelly said.

Sarah smirked. “So it’s a TARDIS?”

Andrew laughed as he set up the cardboard table. “When a portal is opened between here and the Other, it creates certain electromagnetic disturbances. This device detects those disturbances.”

“Some power is affecting Mr. Francis,” Shelly said. “As you know firsthand. This device can detect the anchor that allows the being within him to interact in this world.”

“Yeah, I figured he was possessed after his acrobatics.” Sarah turned her head to one side, still staring at the machine. “You think he wanted to be possessed?”

“Probably,” Shelly said. “Typically, the host invites the entity inside.”

“Typically?”

“A type three can forcibly inhabit someone,” Andrew said, “but not for long. And only if the mind of the subject is weak, such as someone who is very ill, either physically or mentally.”

“The machine will start automatically after sundown.” Shelly tapped a few keys. “We should have readings by tomorrow. Then we’ll need help from Ian and Mary to close the gateway if it’s there.”

Sarah shrugged as one of the laptops booted up. “Sounds simple enough.”

“It’s not,” Shelly said. “Using that much magic is dangerous. It’s easy to overextend one’s grasp and become overwhelmed. If Ian and Mary aren’t careful, they might accidentally make the gate larger or even end up peering into the Other by mistake.”

“That’s why we need to gather information on the anchor first,” Andrew said.

“And thus, the doohickey.” Sarah pointed at the strange ball of wires. “Are we going to stay here with it?”

Andrew shook his head. “Not a chance. If we’re right and there’s a gateway, powerful creatures will be there, creatures that are far more powerful at night. We don’t want to be anywhere near them.”

Shelly pointed at the laptops. “They’re linked to hotspots in the area. We can monitor them over the Internet from a safe place.”

“Safe how?” Sarah booted the next laptop. “Like holy ground?”

Andrew spoke with a bad Sean Connery accent. “Don’t lose your head, highlander.”

Sarah snickered, as did Andrew. 

Shelly stared at them both. “I don’t get it.”

“Never mind.” Andrew looked at Sarah. “Actually, we’ll monitor back at the office. We have protections there that will keep us safe.”

“What sort of protections?”

“Wards, circles of power.” Andrew shrugged. “The usual.”

“Not usual to me.” Sarah set the second laptop down on the card table while it was still booting. “Can’t we set something up like that here?”

Shelly shook her head. “Not enough time. It takes days to set up a proper ward. Some witches can do one much more quickly, but even they can’t set one up in such a short time frame.”

John entered through the front door, carrying a small case, which he set down after shutting the door behind himself. “Cameras are ready. I’ve got good coverage across the whole complex.”

“Did you run into the manager?” Shelly asked.

John returned the smile. “I was careful.” He nodded at the laptops. “Let’s have a look to make sure those cameras are on line.”

Shelly logged in on one of the laptops and pulled up a window. Soon, six different images appeared on the small screen. Sarah leaned over Shelly’s shoulder. One image showed the main office building. Another showed the building where they were, focusing on the door. The rest showed a separate building.

“That’s where the gate is?” Sarah pointed at the screen. “Why don’t we just torch the place and be done with it?”

“You like trouble, don’t you?” Andrew asked. “Just like at the park.”

“Hey.” Sarah put a hand on her hip, glaring at him. “I don’t like waiting around while the enemy is organizing. We know where they are. We torch the place and then have a beer.” She held up her hands. “Where am I wrong?”

“Just one thing,” John said. “What if this is a type four?”

Sarah twisted her mouth to the side. “A JDAM made of silver?”

“Bombing the building is out of the question,” John said. “There’s no way to cover up something like that, and civilian casualties would be unavoidable.”

“So back to plan A,” Sarah said. “Gasoline and matches.”

Andrew sighed even as he snickered. “I’m not above torching a building full of undead, but these places are made of brick. We’d need a lot of gas and matches.”

“No problem.” Sarah held out her hand. “Give me the keys. I’ll be back before sundown.”

“No,” John said. Sarah started to complain, but he cut her off. “If the anchor isn’t there and we torch the place, then the entity that placed it there will know we’re on to it.”

“So?” Sarah asked. “What are they going to do? Move it?” When everyone looked at her, she raised an eyebrow. “No way. They can just move the thing?”

“Sort of,” Shelly said.

“That sounds like a yes to me,” Sarah said. “See, if I were a type-three whatever, I’d be moving my little anchor every fricking night.”

“It’s not that simple,” John said. “A type three collects power at an anchor, enough to fuel itself while in this world. If it moves the anchor, it loses that energy, and it has to start over. It could take years to get back to the power levels it was once at.”

“What about a type four?” Sarah asked.

“That’s a good question.” John checked his watch. “We can discuss it later. We need to leave while we still have sunlight.”

“Fine.” Sarah picked up an empty case. “Who’s buying the first round?”

 

~~~

 

Gerald lay on the floor, dazed. He’d lost count of the number of women around him. Well, they only looked like women, though perhaps they had been women at one time. 

Shadows unattached to any physical body drifted across the apartment as if they were living things themselves, rebelling against whatever bodies were giving them shape. They flitted back and forth between corners of the room. Gerald was certain that, without Pan’s power flowing through him, he wouldn’t have been able to track them.

He had changed so much. Even the dead bodies lying around didn’t bother him anymore. Three men had been brought in by shadows. Their eyes darted back and forth, but they didn’t move. Or maybe they couldn’t. They had stared at surrounding monsters, not making a sound, even as the creatures consumed them.

But that had been earlier. Only a few body parts, along with their suits, remained. After the creatures had fed, they all went to work on the machine once more.

Gears, plates, and other oddities lay on the floor all around Gerald. The machine itself had no apparent power source. Even wires to direct power were missing. Only tubes ran along the outside, connecting the gears to each other.

Of the creatures assembling the machine, Gerald was sure two were vampires. As for the other three… he couldn’t quite place them. One stood naked before the machine, attaching gears to a strut. Her body was that of a supermodel, though she lacked a face. Another nude woman stood close by, her tail pointing straight up in the air. They all feared him. Or was it Pan they feared?

No matter.

He wanted to ask what the machine did, but not just yet. A hand reached under his chin. Claws dug into his flesh as the hand turned his head. If he had been the man he was before meeting Pan, those claws would have ripped his jaw off. Instead, ecstasy overcame him. She looked him up and down with vacant eyes, but Gerald didn’t really care about her eyes. He didn’t even care about the impossibly long and sharp teeth that jutted from her mouth as her lips parted. Of course, such a visage would have terrified him at one time, but at that moment, she could’ve been the Antichrist, and he wouldn’t have cared.

“You still want those peasant girls, boy?”

No, he didn’t. A human girl could do nothing for him, not anymore. Unless, of course, she were changed into something else. Something better.

In the distance, Gerald heard a door open, but not inside the apartment. It sounded like a car door.

“Ah.” Pan’s irritation passed through Gerald. “Someone’s coming.”

All at once, Gerald found himself outside the apartment. No, that wasn’t it. He was still inside, but his eyes were outside. Tree limbs brushed across his vision as he peered between leaves. He tried to look down, but his eyes wouldn’t obey. He tried again, but then he understood. The eyes he was using for seeing weren’t his eyes. 

The head swiveled around, changing the view. Nearby in the tree, another figure sat among the branches, wearing dark clothing including a hoodie with the hood pulled over the figure’s head. He—at least, Gerald assumed it was a he—sat perched on the branch like a bird, staring at the complex.

At that moment, the figure turned his head. Though it was dark among the branches of the tree, Gerald could make out everything perfectly, as if the shadows made the darkness just another shade of color. Deep black eyes stared out from the pale face of a twelve-year-old boy, eyes somewhat larger than normal human eyes.

“What are they?”

“Something new. The Internet has perpetuated forgotten myths, even created new ones, which in turn create new monsters.”

The boy smiled, revealing grayish teeth. “There are stories of black-eyed children. I didn’t know they were real.”

“They are now. Entities from the Primordium take on shapes that humans imagine. Or, they possess a human, as happened here, and then take on imagined horrors in the host’s mind. The more terrifying, the better.”

“So rumors of children with black eyes made them real.”

“Essentially. Now watch.”

The eyes refocused on the apartment building. A bald man in a suit walked up the exterior steps. He stopped just outside the door. He stood, not moving, not knocking.

The view disappeared, and Gerald found himself staring at the ceiling, with Pan’s voice ringing in his head. 

“Playtime’s over. Business is at hand. I’ll need control now.”

Gerald nodded, but his arms and legs had already gone numb. His body stood, putting on pants and a shirt but not bothering with anything else.

Gerald watched as Pan drove his body into the living room. Someone had let the bald man in. His terror smelled oddly inviting.

“My servants thank you for sending takeout.” Pan gestured with Gerald’s arm at the body parts and the clothing strewn about. “What have you learned?”

The man kept his composure, but his voice gave away his fear. “W-Why would you choose a body like this?”

Gerald’s anger swelled without an outlet. His face didn’t scrunch up, and he couldn’t reach out and break anything. That made the anger worse.

Gerald’s mouth smiled. “It suits me. Now, tell me what you’ve learned.”

“The device is at a f-facility located on the northern edge of the city.”

Gerald’s head shook as Pan’s anger flowed through his body. “I would feel it if it were so close.”

“It’s shielded.” The man struggled to compose himself. Gerald got a whiff of irritation as well as fear, for some reason. “This facility has a s-section designed to house devices such as this.”

“You are sure?”

“The local RoSo team recovered the d-device, and it was, eventually, brought to this facility.”

“That explains why I could feel its presence and then I couldn’t.” Pan nodded as he raised an eyebrow. “What else?”

“The RoSo team is here.”

“What? Where?”

The bald man gestured outside. “They’re in the next building down.”

Pan growled, making the bald man shudder. “See what happens when one is distracted.” He glanced over at the redhead who had been with Gerald. She slinked away into the other room.

Gerald’s eyes closed, and then he grew dizzy. His body rushed toward the wall. Gerald braced himself, expecting to crash through it. Instead, he simply passed through it like so much air. More walls passed by as Pan’s consciousness moved like an invisible eye. Soon they were outside the apartment, rushing toward the building next door.

In less than a second, they passed through the other wall and into an apartment almost identical to the one Gerald was in. Four people talked as they laid out what looked like laptops and some sort of black cylinder. Gerald couldn’t hear what they were saying. Strangely, he had the sense that Pan knew but was keeping it from Gerald for some reason.

Whatever. Pan will explain later. What really mattered to Gerald was the two women—the blonde and the redhead. Desire rose inside of him but, again, without an outlet. 

His desire quickly faded. A bond existed between one of the men and the redhead. He could see it, like a piece of fishing line connecting them. Something similar existed between the blonde and the other man, but it wasn’t nearly as tangible. Still, the bond was growing between them, getting stronger. They cared for their men, which meant they’d never care for him.

He wanted to scream, but his voice was not his own anymore.

“Don’t fret, boy. The emotional connection between them can be dissolved.”

Gerald tried to calm down, but it didn’t work. He wished he had his body again so he could at least put his fist through a wall.

“They have a d-detector.” The bald man tugged at his collar. “They can spot you.”

“You are referring to the cylinder?” In an instant, Pan’s perspective changed back to the first room and the balding man who stood within, shaking. “No matter. It will give them a false reading.”

“I still think we should do something about th-them.”

“Of course,” Pan said. “How did they know we were here?”

“I don’t know, exactly.” The man was sweating as he tugged at his tie. “They probably found out from the w-witches.”

“Witches?”

“They own a store on Colfax. RoSo has worked with them in the p-past.” His hand shook as he handed Pan a piece of paper. “This is the address.”

“Good.” Gerald’s hand took the paper. “I assume they have transportation so they can leave in a hurry?”

“I-I’ve taken care of that already.” The bald man averted his eyes. “How much longer until…?”

“Soon enough.” Pan grasped the bald man’s shoulder. “You needn’t worry, my friend. You will soon have what you’ve always desired.”

The bald man looked up at Pan in Gerald’s body. He looked like a man who had seen the face of God. “Thank you.” He hesitated. “M-May I…?”

“Of course.” Pan waved over two creatures that looked very much like women. Both approached the balding man. “You have done well,” Pan said in Gerald’s voice. “You’ve done what I’ve asked and more. Enjoy your reward. And there will be more to come. I promise.”

The women stood on either side of the bald man, taking him by the arm. They guided him away into the darkness as the man moaned in ecstasy.

Pan retreated into the recesses of Gerald’s mind. In a rush, Gerald came forth and reclaimed control of his body. He wobbled and nearly fell, but a hand on his arm steadied him. The woman from the bedroom, with the lovely teeth and red hair, had returned. She ran a clawed finger across his cheek.

“We have work, boy.” 

As soon as Pan spoke, the woman-creature closed her mouth and disappeared, gliding away on snake-like legs.

“The people next door? What do we do about them?”

“We have fun with them. And then we kill them.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah popped open the trunk of the Mitsubishi and tossed the empty cases inside. Andrew came up behind her and did the same, winking at her first. She did her best to scowl at him, but it wasn’t Andrew that was irritating her. That place was. Something about it was off, different from everywhere else.

She pushed the unease aside. “Where to next? Eck’s Saloon is around here somewhere.”

“No alcohol.” John came by, carrying two more cases, with Shelly behind him.

“Lot of fun you are,” Sarah said.

“He’s right.” Andrew took the cases from John. “We need to stay clear headed for now.”

“Whatever.” She looked at Shelly. “The boys are never any fun, are they?”

“No, but this time they’re right,” Shelly said. “Look. I appreciate that…”

Shelly paused, looking past Sarah. Sarah followed Shelly’s gaze to the front of the car. Something green had puddled underneath and run off into the grass.

Sarah patted Andrew on the shoulder. “Pop the hood.” She went around to the front of the car. When Andrew pulled the release, Sarah opened the hood. “Oh, great.”

A gaping hole sat where the water pump used to be. Through the hole she could see the oil plug resting in a pool of thick black liquid.

Sarah chewed her lip. “Better call Triple A again.”

Shelly looked up at the sun. “How much time do we have?”

“About an hour,” Andrew said. “What happened? Who…?”

The sky darkened. At first, Sarah thought it was just the clouds, but the sky was clear. 

“I think your watch is broken,” she said.

“It’s not sunset yet.” Andrew pointed. “Look.”

The sun sat just above the mountains, still shining down on them but not as brightly as before, as if something was preventing the light from reaching them. Windows opened along the building next door. From inside, shadows stretched outward into the expanding darkness.

“Inside the apartment.” John reached into the trunk and pulled out a large suitcase, leaving the trunk door open. “Now!”

Sarah raced after Shelly and Andrew as they charged up the stairs, with John right behind her. Sarah did her best to ignore the hissing coming from behind them. All around them, the shadows grew longer.

Shelly jammed the key in the lock and twisted it. In seconds, they were all inside, and Andrew was locking the door behind them. 

“That won’t hold them,” he said.

John set the case on the floor. “Help me.”

Sarah knelt beside him as he opened it. Inside were an assortment of crucifixes, vials of a clear liquid, jars of powder she didn’t recognize, strips of silver, and of all things, flashlights.

John handed her a crucifix. “Hang on to that.” 

Sarah took it. John handed others to Shelly and Andrew before taking one for himself. He unpacked the rest of the contents.

“The sky darkened?” Shelly glanced between the blinds without touching them. “How did that happen?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Andrew said.

Sarah gripped the crucifix. Her stomach felt queasy, but she took deep breaths to prevent herself from puking. “You guys have never seen anything like that before?”

“No one has seen anything like that before.” John nodded at Shelly. “Better get David and Conroy on the horn.”

Shelly dialed and put her phone on speaker. 

David’s voice filtered over it. “Are you set up?”

“Yes, but we have a problem.” Shelly quickly explained what had happened. When she finished, the pause that followed made Sarah think they’d lost the connection.

“Oh dear God,” David said. “Can you get out of there?”

“It doesn’t look like it.” Shelly’s voice cracked. She cleared her throat and continued, “We’re not even sure what’s happening.”

“We’re setting up a defense,” John said. “We can probably hold them off for the night.”

Conroy’s voice filtered over the phone. “You guys sit tight. I’m on my way.”

“Conroy, don’t do it.” It was Andrew. “We’ve got holy water, silver… we got a good chance of surviving the night.”

A good chance? Sarah stared at the crucifix in her hand, wondering how effective it really was.

“You know better than that, Andrew. I’m on my way. David, I could use some backup.”

“Mary and Ian,” David said. “I’ll call them straight away. Everyone hold tight.”

The line clicked off, and Shelly set the phone down and reached for several vials of clear liquid, what Sarah assumed was holy water. She jammed the crucifix partway into one of her jean pockets. More were in the suitcase.

John had just returned from the bedroom, carrying what looked like a painter’s blanket. He handed it to Sarah. “Tear these into strips. We’ll use them to hang the crucifixes over the windows.”

Sarah took it without a word and went to work. The sickening feeling in her stomach worsened, getting almost too awful to ignore.

Andrew poured a vial of holy water across the threshold of the front door. “Don’t forget the window in the bathroom.”

“I won’t.” Shelly ran to the back with a vial of her own.

Sarah stood near the window. “What kind of chance do we have here?”

“Pretty good.” Andrew smiled when he said it.

She wasn’t convinced. “That bad, huh?” 

“Conroy will get here before sundown,” Andrew said. “If he floors it, we’ll even have time to get outside.”

“You sure about that?” Sarah tore strips from the cloth a little more forcibly than she intended. “It gets dark fast this time of year, but not this fast.”

Sarah looked out the window between the slots in the blinds. The sun was out but dim, as if she were seeing through thick sunglasses.

John pointed at the window. “Better get the crosses up. I’m going to check on Shelly.”

“Yeah, we’re—” Andrew stopped. 

Sarah started to ask him what he was going to say, when she heard the glass creak. Something scratched at it, like claws. Or fingernails. Slowly, she turned to look out the window.

A man no older than eighteen was outside the window, his face pressed against the glass. His lungs worked as if breathing, but no steam built up on the window around his mouth. His teeth scraped against the window. “Let me in.” His voice was a whisper, but Sarah heard it clearly. “They’re coming. They’re coming for me.”

Sarah’s eyes locked on the young man outside. She wasn’t an expert, but the fact they were on the third floor and he was hovering outside the window told her something was wrong. Then again, he was a good-looking kid. Very pretty. Almost too pretty, but she deserved it after everything she’d been through. Besides, Andrew was getting to be too much trouble. But with that boy, the things they could do…

Sarah inched her way toward the window, her breaths quickening. The boy was more than cute. He was divine.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Andrew shift. What, is he jealous? Tough. He had his chance and…

Sarah’s head swam. Something was wrong. No way was she going to sleep with the high-school kid floating outside. She stepped away from the window as images of the boy touching her lips passed through her mind. But those weren’t her thoughts. He was putting those thoughts in her mind.

Her fingers brushed across the crucifix in her pants pocket. Quickly, she drew it and pressed it against the window. “Piss off.”

Incisors grew from the boy’s mouth, jutting past his chin, while his eyes turned bright red. He opened his mouth as if to howl, but he dropped out of sight instead.

Sarah gasped as if coming up for air in a deep pond. Her heart hammered inside of her as she put one hand to her forehead and breathed deeply. The effects of the boy’s thoughts in her mind were still there, and she was even queasier than before.

Andrew reached over and put a hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

The fear vanished immediately. She leaned into him, and he let her, putting an arm around her. She shook her head. “Don’t remember many floating high-school kids from last time I was in Denver. Things change that much?”

“Feels like it, doesn’t it?” He gestured toward the cases. “Hammers and nails are in the case. Help yourself.”

“Right.” She watched him as he opened a case and took out a hammer and a handful of nails. Having him there helped, oddly. Standing next to him, close to him, helped a lot more, and she felt empty when he stepped away.

Sarah took a deep breath and went to work. Shaping a piece of torn cloth into a loop, she hung the crucifix inside it. She then grabbed the hammer and a nail from the case, went to the window, and hammered the loop in place, letting it hang a few inches below the top of the glass, behind the blinds. From outside, it’d look like Catholics had moved in.

John and Shelly both returned. “We’ve got the windows back there covered,” Shelly said. “How are things out here?”

“Peachy.” Sarah forced a smile, trying to ignore the sickness inside her. “When can we leave?”

“Tomorrow morning. We—” 

Shelly’s phone rang, and she put it on speaker. “David?”

“Conroy will be there soon,” David said. “Mary and Ian will provide a distraction.”

“What sort of distraction?” John asked.

“It’ll take too long to explain.” Mary’s voice came over the phone. “Ian’s on too.”

“Sounds like you guys are in a pickle,” Ian said. “I’m still in Estes Park, but I can help. Trying to get a look into the situation right now.”

“Be very careful, babe,” Mary said.

“You know it.”

Sarah could’ve sworn something hummed over the phone, but no one else reacted to it. Or maybe it was in the air around her. Her stomach knotted suddenly, making her flinch. Andrew moved toward her, an eyebrow raised, but she waved him off.

“Oh, hell.” Ian’s breathing quickened. “Mary, are you seeing this? Is that a gate?”

“It doesn’t feel like one,” Mary said.

“There’s interference, but… Jesus, you know what I think is happening?”

“The energy is being redirected from another gate,” Mary said. “I’ve never seen this much power redirected before. My God. A hundred of us couldn’t do this. No wonder it looked like a gate.”

“Can you tell where it’s coming from?” John asked.

David cut in. “Worry about that later. Mary, Ian, can you clear whatever power is there?”

Ian hesitated before answering. “I think so, but not for long. The source of that power is just going to replace it right away.”

“Maybe there’s another way,” Mary said. “How much light do you think is there?”

Andrew glanced out the window. “Street lights and exterior building lights. Why?”

“If we can amplify it, that might do the trick,” Mary said. “Doing that after clearing what power is there might give you guys time to get away.”

“That might work.” Ian sighed. “It’d be better if we had a bigger source of light.”

“Let me pull in Conroy,” David said. “Hold on.”

The line went quiet. Through the slotted blinds, Sarah looked at the sun as it hovered over the Rocky Mountains. From that position, it should’ve blinded her, but instead it looked like the brightness of a full moon behind a light cloud.

She shuddered again. Fear was part of the reason, but also, that sickly feeling wouldn’t go away. She looked up at Andrew, who put his hand on her arm. In spite of herself, she smiled at him.

“I’m back.” David came in over Shelly’s phone once more. “I have Conroy on.”

An engine revved over the phone as Conroy spoke. “I’m five minutes away. John, what building are you guys in?”

“The second farthest building out on the west end of the lot.”

Ian spoke. “Conroy, keep your headlights on high beam when you get close. We need all the light we can get.”

“Roger that,” Conroy said. “And I’ve got something bigger planned, something you missed in July, grunt.”

Sarah thought for a moment. “The fireworks from the Fourth? You still have them in your van.”

“Been meaning to take them out but kept forgetting. Ian, think that’ll help?”

“Most definitely.”

John gripped a crucifix in one hand as he spoke into the phone. “Ian, Mary, how much time can you give us?”

“About a minute,” Mary said.

“One minute?” John’s voice was less steady than before as he looked at Shelly. “That’s not a lot of time.”

“Could be less than that,” Ian said. “The amount of power being spent is more than anything we’ve seen. We can clean it up, but the source is going to replace it fast. It’s like a leaky fire hose. You can clean up the puddle, but the water will return.”

“All right, then.” John sighed. “Give us what time you can.”

“We’ll do our best,” Ian said. “But you should put the quickness in your step when we give the word.”

“Maybe we should just ride it out,” Andrew said. “Between the crosses and—”

“No.” Mary’s voice sounded frantic over the phone. “We’ve never seen this much power in one place. I don’t think there’s any protection that can save you once night falls. You need to leave now.”

“That’s the plan,” Conroy said. “Keep the line open.”

Shelly sat in one of the folding chairs they’d found inside the apartment, holding the phone and tapping her feet. Sarah couldn’t blame her. She was about ready to jump out of her skin herself. Waiting before an op was the worst thing. And she still felt sick to her stomach. Andrew stood next to her, his hand still on her arm. She looked up at him, and he gave her a little wink. She did her best to smile.

She glanced between the blinds again, pulling them farther back than she had last time. She saw only cars in the parking lot below. Reflected in the glass, John and Shelly embraced briefly before Shelly returned her attention to one of the laptops.

Andrew spoke. “Anything?”

“No. Not anymore, anyway.”

Andrew briefly checked the blinds himself after removing his hand from her arm. “I think you scared them off.”

Sarah smirked, touching her arm where his hand had been. “With two pieces of wood.”

“It’s more than that.”

“Think so?” She released the blinds and looked at him. “Then explain it.”

“It’s like the magic wards we have.” He pointed at the crucifix. “That symbol means something to them. Well, some of them.”

“It means ‘keep away,’ then?” Sarah asked. “And only against, what, vampires?”

“And a few others.” He looked outside. “But only if you believe.”

“In that case, I’m in a lot of trouble.”

“It worked before, didn’t it?” He shook his head. “How can you have seen all of this and not have faith in something greater?”

“Does faith in Peter Cushing count?” Sarah tried to chuckle, but the pain in her gut turned it into a groan. “Look, if we’re relying on my faith, then we’re goners.”

“We’re not dying today.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Understand?”

She met his gaze for a moment, and he held it. After a moment, she reached for him, and he reached for her. Taking his hand made the jitters and the sick feeling disappear in the background. They stood that way for a moment.

She’d started to reach out to touch his cheek when Conroy’s voice came over the phone. 

“I’m coming up on the complex right now. Get ready.”

Andrew released her hand to stare out the window, and she did the same. The sun was setting for real.

 “Mary, Ian,” Conroy said. “You guys ready?”

“Ready,” they both said at once.

Tires screeched outside as headlights shone across the parking lot. As the van pulled up to the building, the darkness shifted. The shadows melted away from the high beams. The headlights illuminated everything within fifty yards in front of the van, as if they were high-powered spotlights.

“That’s helping,” Mary said. “But we need something stronger than that.”

“That’s coming.” An electronic bell sounded over the phone, indicating the key was in the ignition with the door open. “Ten seconds.”

“Better hurry,” Ian said. “They’re getting close.”

Sarah couldn’t quite make out the new sounds coming over the phone, but everyone else froze. Conroy sounded as if he were in a room of whispering people, all of them right by the phone.

“Conroy,” David said. “What’s your status?”

For a moment, Conroy didn’t speak. The whispers continued, only louder. Then, Conroy’s voice fluttered over the phone. “Fire in the hole.”

Light shone through the narrow gaps in the blinds. Sarah yanked the cord and opened them completely. A bright light hovered in the darkness over the parking lot, hanging in the air as if dangling from a crane. It flickered, sending tiny balls of white, red, and blue light showering to the parking lot. Conroy had always loved his fireworks, but the fireworks alone couldn’t have made the parking lot as bright as it was.

The sky seemed to glow a solid, unearthly white, like the brightest morning she had ever seen. As beautiful as it was, the sight in the parking lot made Sarah’s blood run cold.

John and Shelly joined Sarah and Andrew at the window. 

Shelly put one hand to her lips. “My God.”

Creatures—some human looking and some not—covered every available inch of ground, flitting between the cars, around lampposts, and into the breezeways of other buildings. Larger creatures pushed others aside to get to cover. Others clung to the sides of buildings, only to fall as they covered their eyes. Those still in the open looked up, their faces distorted in ways no human could manage, and then collapsed into puddles of fluid, evaporating into the night air.

The sight made Sarah’s stomach churn. Gasping, she rubbed her arms. Her skin burned. She’d had the same sensations in Afghanistan and again in the house with the werewolf. But she was feeling them so much stronger than she had either of those times.

“Better hurry.” Mary’s voice sounded strained. “We can’t keep this up for long.”

“We’re on our way.” John already had the door open, the phone in his hand. “Conroy?”

“I’ll be waiting. Now move.”

Andrew took Sarah by the hand and dragged her toward the van. Her stomach roiled as she drew her Glock. Nine-millimeter silver bullets may or may not have hurt anything out there, but she was damn well going to find out.

Shelly and John brought up the rear. Someone slammed the apartment door behind them, though Sarah didn’t know who. She was more concerned about staying upright while she and Andrew took the steps two at a time.

Nothing was out in the open. Claws and heads emerged from under parked cars, only to have their skin sizzle in the bright light from above. Uncle Conroy’s fireworks still hung in the sky instead of falling to the ground, as if a ball of fire had burned a hole through the darkness to allow the sunlight to come through.

The sun was disappearing behind the mountains. Time was running out.

“Move it!” Conroy yelled at them from a late-model Econoline, the side door wide open.

John kept Shelly in front of him. “Go.”

“That means you, flower.” Andrew put his arm around Sarah as they maneuvered between a parked Honda and a pickup.

Sarah stumbled as her stomach lurched again. Her insides felt as if they had wrapped around her spinal cord. Something was coming up from deep inside of her, something that wasn’t bile.

A cold and wet finger brushed her ankle like a wire brush. Her skin burned as the cold traveled up her leg. She would have collapsed if it weren’t for Andrew holding her upright. Between her burning ankle and the sickness, all she could do was moan. Still, she knelt by the van door, turning around with her Glock in hand.

A dull moan filled the air, like hundreds of people in agony. Worms crawled over the asphalt where Sarah and Andrew had just been. Sarah cringed. Those aren’t worms. Impossibly long arms covered the ground, searching for whoever had been there. Whenever one of the arms came in contact with the light above, it flinched—but it didn’t retract, not like before. The light from the fireworks was dimming.

“We can’t do this much longer.” Sarah barely heard Mary’s voice over the phone John held. He knelt near Shelly, who had fallen near a truck just as a shape reached out from under it. Sarah squeezed off a round into the shape under the car. The hand retreated while John and Shelly started forward again.

“Just a few more seconds,” John said.

“Don’t think you have that long,” Ian said.

The hands appeared again from under the car. Sarah took aim, but Andrew pushed her aside. 

She looked up at him, her voice gravelly from the sickness. “What the hell are you doing?”

“This is better.” Andrew threw a round vial at the ground. It shattered on impact, sending water all over the pavement and all over the arms reaching toward John and Shelly. Smoke poured from the skin where the liquid made contact. The eerie limbs disappeared under the cars, and the air filled with screeching.

Mary gasped over the phone. “Oh no.”

The light winked out, and the sky turned from bright white to a moonless night in the space of a heartbeat. The shadows returned, spreading through the parking lot like ink in water, easily within reach of John and Shelly as they struggled to reach the van in time. 

Sarah’s stomach spun. Whatever had been building inside of her was finally coming up, and she couldn’t stop it for the life of her.

“Sarah?” Andrew’s voice sounded distant. 

Her head vibrated until she thought it would explode. Sarah threw her arms wide. Some power inside her forced her to her feet as light poured from her mouth, her eyes, even her ears. The raw energy rolled down her body to the pavement as the brightness illuminated every shadow in the parking lot. She was a spigot dumping power all around her, and nothing could get away.

The burst of power ended as soon as it started. Sarah stood, staring at the parking lot. The light above had vanished, but it was no longer needed. The monsters crowding the parking lot had disappeared, leaving behind small piles of ash. And the stench… God, it’s awful. She had smelled burnt flesh before. The odor hovering in the parking lot was far worse.

John and Shelly stood before her, staring. Sarah wanted to say something, but her mouth wouldn’t work. Her legs shook so badly she couldn’t stand anymore. 

Andrew put his arm around her waist and hoisted her back to her feet. “What was that?”

“Later.” John pointed back at the apartment. “We’re not out of this yet.”

Shapes stirred around the apartment, shifting back and forth along balcony railings and within trees. Some of the shapes dropped to the ground.

“Move!”

At Conroy’s shout, Sarah shook off her grogginess. Her whole body ached, but she forced herself through the open door of the van and darted into the front seat. Somehow, she’d hung on to her Glock. John slid the rear door shut after he and Shelly got into the back with Andrew.

“Hang on.” Conroy floored it, squealing the van’s tires. 

The vehicle bounced as it rolled over the creatures that had emerged into the parking lot once more from the interior of the complex. Sarah grabbed her seatbelt. Dropping the Glock in a drink holder, she tried to fasten the seatbelt in place while the van rocked. It finally locked into place.

The van bounced as something heavy dropped onto the hood. Just outside the windshield, a man and a woman stared inside, grinning. At least, they appeared to be a man and woman. With sharp teeth, pointed ears, and lidless red eyes, they had clearly ceased being human some time before. The male opened his mouth as if to say something, but only a low growl came out. 

Sarah fumbled for her gun. Shooting them through the windshield seemed like a good idea. David could take it out of her paycheck. But she didn’t get the chance. Her seatbelt caught her as the van’s tires squealed to a stop, throwing the monsters off the hood, and the male’s body wrapped around a lamppost. Sarah didn’t see what happened to the female, but at least they were both gone.

Conroy’s foot stomped on the accelerator, pinning Sarah to the seat. Outside the passenger window, the male tried to stand, wobbling on his broken back. In the side mirror, she saw more monsters, all chasing them down… and catching up.

The van bounced off a curb, but that didn’t slow Conroy down. Tree branches slapped against the passenger window. Sarah thought of reaching for her gun as it scooted around on the floorboards. Instead, she just tried to hang on. The van whipped around as it hit a side road and headed east, bouncing over a median. Conroy sped up, pinning her to the seat as they headed east toward the main road.

Sarah glanced in the side mirror. Nothing. She let her breath out, realizing she had been holding it.

Shelly was the first to speak. “My God, those two vampires… Were they—”

“They were.” John leaned forward. “We have to tell David.”

 “Oh my God.” Andrew pinched the bridge of his nose. “I thought I’d seen them before.”

“It couldn’t be them,” Shelly said. “It takes ten to fourteen days to turn.”

“Wait, you knew those two?” Sarah turned around in her seat. “Spill it. Who were they?”

“Those vampires,” Andrew said. “They were the mother and father of the family we rescued in Lyons.”

“What?” Conroy risked a look into the rear view. “How could that be?” Instead of waiting for an answer, he turned his head to Sarah. “And what the hell was that light show, grunt? Has that happened before?”

“I don’t know.” Sarah continued to cling to the armrest and the handle over her head. “You tell me. You’re the expert.”

David’s voice came in over Shelly’s phone. “What light show? What’s going on there?”

Conroy started to answer, when the roof of the van buckled. John shouted something, but Sarah couldn’t hear it. She struggled to reach her gun as it slid across the floorboards of the weaving van. She looked up at Conroy, her eyes wide.

An upside-down face looked in through the driver-side window, glaring at Conroy with red eyes. Its mouth opened impossibly wide as it balled its hand into a fist and prepared to punch through the side window.

“Conroy!” Sarah caught her Glock in her left hand, not that it mattered. Even if she had been holding the gun in her right hand, she didn’t have time to fire before the creature got a hold of Conroy.

A metallic thump rang out just as they passed a streetlight, and the creature was gone. Sarah looked in the side mirror while Conroy maneuvered the van back onto the road. The creature struggled, wrapped around the lamppost. Nothing else followed them as he sped toward the highway.

“Is everyone all right?” David’s voice strained. “Will someone bloody well tell me what’s going on?”

“We made it.” John kept one arm around Shelly as he spoke into her phone. “We’re all here.”

Sarah took deep breaths as she jammed her gun into its holster inside her jacket. Andrew leaned over her, holding her shoulder gently as he spoke. “You okay?”

She nodded. “I want a raise.”

Andrew chuckled as he brushed a strand of hair out of her face. She smiled and then placed her shaking hands into her coat pockets, hiding them. She focused on breathing evenly while she pushed away flashbacks of the desert. As Conroy drove toward I-25, Sarah couldn’t decide if what had just happened was worse than Afghanistan or not.

 

~~~

 

Gerald watched through the eyes of the monsters on the ground. The pain of their demise made him wince at first, but not for long, even when the woman he’d been with for the past few hours went up in flames. A tinge of regret passed through him, followed by regret that he didn’t actually regret her loss, and then that faded as well until only acceptance remained. After all, she hadn’t been irreplaceable.

“They are numbers. Nothing more.”

Gerald nodded. Pan meant not only the monsters outside, but also the multitudes living in the city… and throughout the world.

“They’re all dead?”

“They went back to the Primordium.”

“Can they come back?”

“Not as you mean, no. What made them self-aware has been dispersed. Their power remains, but what made them who they are is gone forever.”

That meant the girl he had been with all day could never come back. No matter. Others could take her place, and if none were to his liking, he could choose a human girl to turn into his own private undead mistress.

“Like that redhead? Or the blonde?”

Gerald’s mind focused on the shape of the blond girl scurrying to the vehicle, her gun in hand. The redhead was nice—most usually were—but that blonde was special, and not just for the way she looked. 

“Yes, the blonde.” Pan chuckled. “Just what we need.”

“What do you mean?”

“The power, boy. She absorbed it from the conduit between the gate and here. When it became too much, she belched it forth. And you saw the result.”

“And we can use her?”

“Indeed, we can. And we will. But later. We have work to do.”

Two figures stood behind Gerald. He knew who they were because Pan knew who they were. Until the day before, they’d been human, but Pan had one of his servants change them. Watching their terrified expression was hilarious, as was watching them writhe as they turned into monsters within minutes.

“These two can find the girl.”

“The blonde?”

“No, boy. Their daughter. The one I first saw when the gate opened. She could be a tremendous user of magic, given the chance.”

“Why?”

“All in good time. But for now, revenge.”

Gerald nodded. “The witches.”

“Those that fought us from afar.” Pan’s rage filled Gerald, which then became his rage. “They’ll pay.”




 





 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Andrew hadn’t said a word for a while. No one had. They all sat quietly in the van after Conroy parked in a Best Buy parking lot, scanning the darkness for any movement. Outside, shoppers came out of the store carrying bags, clueless of the horrors that no doubt were filtering throughout Denver.

He clenched his hand into a fist. He’d never seen so many monsters in one place before, and those that survived wandered the streets, feeding on innocent people. Even if David and Conroy could send out a warning, no one would believe it. A lot of people were going to die.

Sarah sat in the passenger seat, fidgeting. She reached for the door handle a third time and then crammed her hands back into her coat pockets. She looked over at Conroy as he stared at her. “What?”

“How you holding up, girl?”

She shrugged. “Great. You?”

“Been better.” He ran his hand over his closely cropped hair. “That was easily the second worst thing I’ve ever been through.”

Andrew didn’t need to ask what the first was. Conroy would probably rather run another gauntlet of monsters than have to go through his wife’s death again.

Sarah drew in another breath and let it out slowly. More than anything, Andrew wanted to reach for her to comfort her. She needed it, that much was obvious, but he knew well enough that she would resist. Well, she hadn’t resisted in the apartment. But there in the car, in close proximity to everyone, Andrew didn’t think she’d go for it. If they were alone, though…

Conroy’s phone vibrated gently, followed by the ringtone. Sarah jumped at the sound and then quickly regained her composure.

Conroy answered, putting his phone on speaker. “David, what’s up?”

“How is everyone?”

For a moment, silence lingered in the car. Andrew wanted to say, “Fine.” In reality, he was far from fine, and so was everyone else. From the backseat, he stared at Sarah. He wasn’t an expert, but she looked like she was on the verge of cracking.

Shelly finally spoke up. “David, two of the creatures were Samantha’s parents.”

David was quiet for a moment. “Dear God. That explains something.”

John leaned closer to the phone. “Something happen?”

“I just received a report from a source in Homeland,” David said. “Someone attacked the van carrying the mother and father you rescued in Lyons. Most of the bodies had been drained of blood.”

“I assume the parents weren’t among them.” Shelly turned her lips inward. “How did they turn so fast?”

“That’s a good question.” Conroy pointed at Sarah. “And you’re sure you don’t know what that light show was about?”

Sarah threw up her hands. “I told you, I don’t know. It just—”

“It just happened,” Andrew said. Though she glared at him, he went on. “And not just now and not just in front of the werewolf either.”

He hoped that would nudge her into admitting something for once.

After a moment, her shoulders slumped. “Something happened in the desert. I think… I think it might be what drove away the djinni.”

“Lord.” David sighed. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

She lowered her head, holding her face in her hands. “Because I don’t want to be a freak, all right?”

Andrew shook his head. “What makes you think you’d be a freak?”

“What, you don’t think what I did is freakish?” She held her head in her hands for a moment longer before looking at Andrew. “It takes the meaning of girl power to a whole new level.”

“After what we’ve seen,” Conroy said, “nothing is freakish.”

“We can talk about it later,” John said. “David, what’s the plan?”

“Come back to the office,” David said. “You guys are staying here for the night.”

“Oh joy, a sleepover.” Sarah looked at Conroy, whose expression didn’t change. “What’s wrong with our homes?”

“We have certain protections at the office,” Conroy said. “Remember?”

“What, don’t like us?” Andrew asked her.

“I like you guys just fine. I just—” She stared at Conroy for a moment before shaking her head. “Whatever. I’m too tired to think right now.”

Conroy stared at Sarah as he spoke into his phone. “We’re on our way.”

“Good. I’ll break out the sleeping bags.” The phone beeped as David disconnected.

Sarah turned and faced forward, crossing her arms. “You guys better not snore.”

 

~~~

 

Gerald jumped from building to building, grateful that Pan had given permission to do so. Running through downtown high over everyone’s heads felt good.

And he wasn’t alone.

All around him, monsters skipped across building tops. The handful of pedestrians in the late-night Denver streets were oblivious to the fact that horrible monsters were directly overhead. Well, except for the handful who were snatched off the street at random. Monsters had to eat too, after all. The victims squealed as they realized in the last few seconds of their lives that monsters from late-night movies were real. Gerald couldn’t stop laughing.

Most of the creatures Gerald didn’t recognize. Werewolves and vampires were easy to spot among the couple dozen monsters around him—a few black-eyed children as well. The rest… he wasn’t sure. All he knew was they were powerful.

“There it is.”

From a distance, Gerald saw it, a typical new age store, one of many along Colfax Avenue. He dropped down into an alley across the street. The monsters flitted across building tops, following Pan’s silent instructions as they surrounded the store. They dropped down on either side, avoiding the front. From time to time, one of them touched the brick walls and flinched.

Gerald started to ask why, but then he sensed that something about the place was wrong. From across the street, he could make out sigils inside the glass. Gerald could feel them somehow, and obviously, so could the creatures around the store.

“Wards.” Pan snickered. “Yes, this is definitely the place.”

“Magic spells?” Gerald asked.

“Of a sort. Witches know incantations and runes that will keep away our servants. But they can’t keep us away.”

“But they can’t enter, can they?” Gerald didn’t know why, but the strange markings inside the glass felt like a wall. He was certain the creatures surrounding the building would never get past it.

“Normally, no. But my presence changes things. Let’s go.”

Gerald merely nodded as he crossed the street, not bothering to look for cars. He would have heard them from blocks away. As he approached the storefront, the monsters gathered in front of the glass window and stared inside. The runes flared up as they did. The power within them was real, and Gerald could feel it, but the monsters ignored it.

Gerald sensed a woman inside the store. He could smell her fear even though she was locked tightly inside. He didn’t sense the other one, though, the man. He must have been elsewhere. No matter. She will be enough.

“I’ll need control, boy.”

Pan took over Gerald’s body while Gerald faded into the background, watching. The monsters parted as Pan approached until Gerald finally saw the woman on the other side of the glass. She wore some sort of new age, multicolored dress and had beads in her hair. The horror on her face was priceless.

Gerald’s voice spoke. “There you are.”

She put her hand to her lips. “How do you know me?”

Pan traced a hand over the runes etched in the glass, and they glowed in response. “You caused me a lot of trouble.”

Gerald sensed that she wanted to run, as if that would help. The protective runes along the window were also in the walls and upstairs. But they wouldn’t save her.

Pan gestured at the creatures around him. Slowly, they slinked away into the darkness. Some went back onto the rooftops, while others simply disappeared in the shadows, waiting for prey to come by. When they were gone, Pan waved his hand across the glass. “Do you think your precious spells will keep me out?”

“They have so far,” she said.

Pan traced his finger across the runes again. “Seers and mystics are still alive and well, I see.” He pointed at the odd trinkets and fake jewels around the interior of the store. “And a successful one, at that.”

“Successful at keeping you out.”

“You know better.” Pan walked over to the glass door and pushed against it. The glass creaked under his hand, threatening to shatter. “I’m not one of them. I thought you knew that.”

She set something behind the counter of her shop. Gerald couldn’t make out what it was, but he didn’t care. If it was important, Pan would do something about it. She was pretty. Very pretty. Turning her might be fun, but she had a connection to someone. Just like the redhead and the blonde, she had a visible tissue-like bond with another man. He wanted to reach for that connection and tear it to pieces… or tear her to pieces.

“I’m not what I seem.” Pan gestured at Gerald’s body. “I need a shell to exist here… at least for now.”

“Go away.”

Pan ignored her. “I have need of a good seer.”

“Not a chance.” Her voice wasn’t even shaking. She was brave, Gerald had to give her that.

“You have wronged me, woman.” Pan pushed the glass, to the point it would break. “I’m giving you the chance to improve my mood by cooperating.”

Gerald thought he heard another voice. It was hollow and distant, as if over the phone. The woman backed away from Pan, moving toward the back of the store. “Who are you?”

“My name forms panic, in your language anyway,” Pan said. “Nymphs, such as yourself, flee from me… but they never truly get away.”

At the word panic, she cringed. “I don’t believe you.”

“No?” Pan removed his hand from the glass, and the runes ceased glowing. “Allow me to demonstrate.”

For a moment, Pan just stood quietly. Then he tilted his head back and reached under Gerald’s shirt. The conch appeared in his hand. Pan hefted it to Gerald’s lips and blew into it.

At first, nothing happened. Then, a low howl came from the shell too low for any human to make. But it soon rose in pitch until it became like the roar of a leopard.

The woman stood rigid as the roar enveloped her. She screamed as she clawed at the counter and then at the wall behind her. After that, she collapsed, hands on her ears, but she managed to pull herself back up in spite of the onslaught coming from the conch.

All at once, the howl stopped. A crash split the air as the entire front window and front door shattered. The glass didn’t burst forth into the room but simply fell where it had stood, as if the window had simply given up and fallen to the ground in pieces.

Pan stepped into the store, pushing open the door’s frame and ringing the chime even though he could have walked right through the door itself. Gerald’s shoes crushed the broken glass as Pan walked toward the woman. Her legs gave out as he approached.

Pan knelt over her as she stared up at him. She tried to push herself away, but she couldn’t move. Even if she could’ve brought herself to move, she couldn’t go anywhere. 

At last, she spoke. “Who are you?”

“I told you. My name forms panic, at least to your people. But my name also means all.” Pan licked his lips. “I think you’ll tell me all I want to know.”

Her eyes grew even wider than before. She knew. At last she knew. 

Pan grinned. “You understand now, don’t you?”

She whispered, “Pan.”

“That’s right.” 

Pan gripped the sides of her head and squeezed. Her eyes bulged partway out of her skull. She tried to scream, but it came out as a moan.

“There, there.” He ran Gerald’s thumbs across the tops of her ears. “Seers, or witches, or whatever you wish to call yourselves—all of you want to see the Primordium. You know it will destroy you, but you peer into it anyway, thinking you can avoid the madness. You won’t find the key to the universe there.” He pulled her closer. “Trust me. There’s nothing there. Everything you ever need is here.”

He released her, letting her fall back to the floor. “Well, today’s your lucky day. I’m going to show you what you and every seer that has ever lived wants to see.”

Pan held Gerald’s hands in front of him, just over the woman’s head. A blackness appeared between his hands, blacker than anything Gerald had ever seen. It grew until it was the size of a basketball, and then it… opened. Gerald knew what it was. It was the place where Pan had come from. It was the Primordium.

Pan’s voice was just above a whisper. “Perhaps you won’t serve me as I hoped. But you still have your uses.”

The woman couldn’t tear her eyes away as she stared into the deepness between Pan’s hands, a deepness that went on and on, never ending. Gerald saw that she could drown in that vastness.

“Have what you want, witch.”

Finally, she screamed as the abyss engulfed her.

 

~~~

 

Sarah attempted to stay calm on the drive to the office. Three times, she had reached for her gun but left it in its holster. Conroy glanced over at her from time to time. Either he didn’t see the gun as she kept it hidden between her thigh and the car door, or he acknowledged that she needed it at that point in time. She felt like a baby with a pacifier, ready to burst out crying if anyone took the gun from her.

If anything was hiding in the shadows, she couldn’t tell. Unquestionably, the monsters were around and feeding on the locals. Part of her wanted to grab a flamethrower and wander through the streets, torching monsters that came too close. She wanted to organize the National Guard and kick ass, but the government would never go for it.

She glanced at Conroy’s reflection in the windshield and recognized his look. He’d had it when she joined the army. At first, she had thought it was because he was a jarhead in the Marines and she chose the army. At the time, she’d explained to him that the Marines weren’t her thing… but realized he wasn’t disappointed. He was worried. He said nothing about it at the time. He had always let her make her own choices even if he thought they were wrong.

They had just exited I-25 onto Speer Boulevard when Conroy’s phone vibrated. She realized he must have turned off the ringtone when it had startled her earlier, but the sudden hum from his inside coat pocket still made her jump. 

He put it on speaker. “David?”

“Where are you?”

“Just got off the highway. What’s up?”

“I can’t reach Mary.”

Andrew, Shelly, and John leaned forward. 

John spoke up. “You try her cell?”

“I tried every number I have,” David said. “Ian’s probably still in Estes Park. I’ll try to reach him. John, try to reach her, will you?”

“Right.” John pulled out his own phone as Conroy put his away.

“We have to go help her.” Sarah grabbed hold of Conroy’s coat. “They saved us out there. We have to help them.”

Conroy gently pried Sarah’s fingers from his coat. “Look, she’s a pro. She has precautions all over her shop. If type twos show up, they’ll never be able to get inside. Type threes can’t get that far from their gates. She’ll be fine.”

“And you think it was a type three?” Sarah looked back at John. “Could that djinni in the desert do what we saw tonight?”

John sighed as he held his phone to his ear. “Unlikely.”

“So it’s a type four,” Sarah said. “Does she have spells to keep them out?”

When John didn’t answer, Shelly did. “No one does. Their will is too strong.”

“Then what good is hanging at the office?” Sarah asked.

“No answer.” John closed his phone. “Conroy, what do we do?”

“We do as we planned,” he said as he pulled off Speer onto Stout Street, heading for the office. “In the morning, we’ll check on her. If it’s a type four out there, there’s nothing we can do to help her.”

 

~~~

 

John waved to the gate guard as Conroy drove into the underground garage. John looked over at Andrew, who kept his eyes straight ahead. Or perhaps he was really keeping his eyes on Sarah. Shelly glanced over at Andrew and gave a little smile, but Andrew didn’t see. The week before, Shelly had said she thought it would be good for Andrew to have someone in his life. John agreed… and disagreed at the same time. The worst thing that could happen to any of them was to lose a loved one to monsters.

Sarah sat quietly as she stared straight ahead. She had finally stopped reaching for her Glock every few minutes. She was doing all right. She’d adapted to the job quite easily, in fact. The paranormal had been part of John’s life since he was young. But what he’d seen that night was the most horrible he’d seen since losing his parents. Yet Sarah stayed focused throughout.

Conroy parked in the reserved spot by the elevator. John opened the van’s side door as soon as the engine cut off. Symbols in the walls protected the garage. Nothing paranormal could get in—at least nothing corporeal.

Shelly stepped out of the van after him, with Andrew behind her. Shelly gripped John’s hand tightly, and he squeezed back. For a moment, the thought of what those creatures might do to her flashed through his mind. So many monsters, and so many kinds, had been working together… Nothing like it had ever happened before.

Sarah stepped out of the car and scanned the entire garage. Only then did John notice her hands were shaking.

“We’re checking on Mary first thing tomorrow, right?” Sarah crammed her hands into her coat pockets.

“Absolutely.” Conroy walked around the van, pocketing the keys. “I know you want to go get her. So do I. So do all of us. But she’s well protected against most things. Right now, we need rest.”

“I hope you’re right.” Sarah took another look around the garage. “And I’m not going to sleep for a week. Seriously, that was crazy.”

“I know.” Shelly reached out and patted Sarah on the forearm. “We’re safe here, okay?”

Sarah simply smiled at Shelly and nodded. As Sarah followed Conroy to the elevator, Andrew walked beside her.

Shelly leaned close to John as they walked, her tension having eased, though she still shook a little. Sarah was right. They weren’t getting much sleep that night.

No one spoke during the elevator ride. When the doors opened, David was standing there, waiting for them. His face went grim at the sight of them. “Well, at least it’s over for now.”

“For now,” John said. “You know we need to go back.”

“Not without a flamethrower,” Sarah said.

“It may come to that,” Conroy said. “Fire, I mean. No flamethrowers. We’ll need clearance from Ambrose.”

Sarah let her breath out. “Fine.”

“Heard from Ian?” Andrew asked.

David shook his head. “But if he’s with his mentor, then he’s pretty remote. I doubt he has service that far in the mountains.”

“What about from anyone else?” Conroy asked.

“Not so far. Homeland Security is not returning my calls. The other branches are on alert, but they are still reporting a distinct drop in supernatural activity.”

“How many other branches do we have, anyway?” Sarah asked.

“Four others.” David gestured for everyone to follow him as he walked down the hall. “Anchorage, Houston, Chattanooga, and Miami.”

John checked down a side corridor. At that time of night, the janitorial staff would be around. The last thing RoSo needed was for someone mopping the floor to hear about werewolves.

Sarah kept glancing at the shadows, tensing. “Doesn’t seem like a lot.”

“It’s all we’ve needed,” David said.

“At least up until now,” John said.

“Well, we’ll talk about that tomorrow. For now, let’s get some rest.” David opened the office door and gestured for everyone to enter. He came in behind them and locked the door. The couch in the living room had been unfolded into a bed. John was sure David had already pulled out blankets for everyone.

John watched Sarah as she sneaked glances at Andrew while he checked the rune plaques David had set up around the office. The office itself had glyphs and runes inside the walls, as did all their homes, but the large wooden plaques—made from ash, as John recalled—had additional runes, which, when lined up properly, would prevent even type threes from getting in.

He didn’t know about type fours. None of them did. John frowned, hoping Mary was okay.

Andrew checked the last rune plaque, adjusting it a little. One little misalignment could create a gap, allowing something bad to get through.

“So, I’m guessing you two get the hide-a-bed,” Sarah said, looking at John and Shelly. She glanced over at the others. “I’m not sharing a bed with any of you.”

“Oh?” Andrew raised an eyebrow. “Why not?”

Sarah gritted her teeth. “Because you probably hog the covers. Why do you think?”

“We all have our own sleeping arrangements.” David gestured toward the back office. “You brought your own, remember?”

“Yeah, yeah.” She stepped around the unfolded hide-a-bed. “Haven’t done a sleepover since I was a kid.”

“What about the barracks?” Andrew asked. “That’s like a sleepover, isn’t it?”

“No.” She turned to glare at him, nearly running into the doorframe of the office. “No, not even close.”

Andrew shrugged, trying to conceal his smile. “I don’t know… It seems like it to me.”

Sarah screwed up her face. She started to say something but then turned and walked into the office, fuming. Andrew chuckled privately as he followed her.

Shelly grinned as she watched. Andrew and Sarah being together would help them survive. He knew that from experience. But it could also end up a tragedy.

 

~~~

 

Sarah inhaled sharply. Nightmares were old friends, and she’d learned to contain them.

For a split second, she panicked. Where the hell am I? Then she remembered—all of it, including what had happened in the apartment. She took a deep breath with her eyes closed. After a couple moments, her heart rate settled down to something more or less normal.

She shifted inside the sleeping bag. The two-inch memory-foam pad David had provided helped a little, kind of like sleeping on a stack of padded Bibles. It beat sleeping in the desert.

She rolled over and stared at the ceiling and its ancient spackling. She assumed whatever runes they had in the walls were in the ceiling as well, which made her wonder how they got the runes there without replacing the old-style paneling.

Focusing on minutia helped her push the dreams away. The military shrink at Fort Carson had recommended therapy and suggested a civilian therapist who had prior dealings with people who had seen what were termed as unspecified events. Whatever she called it, Sarah wasn’t about to follow through. She was going to avoid therapy for as long as possible, at least until the end.

She heard a snort. David was lying on the couch, wrapped in blankets, while Conroy lay against the wall near the door. He had the same sleeping bag and memory-foam mattress she had. He’d curled up and fallen asleep instantly. For a marine, sleeping on a foam mattress was probably like sleeping at the Ritz.

Andrew breathed steadily, not snoring. That was a plus. Lucas had snored, though only lightly.

Lucas. She hadn’t thought of his name since she’d left Colorado Springs. For one solid week, he had been a breath of fresh air. Just talking to him and releasing her anxiety was enough to bring her to tears.

He was “in the loop,” as it were. By that point, she’d transitioned to a civilian. She sat in his office in jeans, sneakers, and a pleated top. She was supposed to be direct and to the point, but instead, she ended up telling him about Merigold’s kids and about how Franklin kept obsessing over some tech who worked on the Bradleys. She went on and on, and he never once tried to stop her.

She didn’t remember exactly how it had happened. One moment, she was talking, and the next, she was sitting on the edge of his desk while he pulled off her jeans and underwear. Whether that had been a bad idea or not, she had no desire to stop what he was doing to her. When it was over, she remembered feeling her burden vanish.

He asked to see her again, and she agreed. She saw him every night that week, and every night they made love. She would talk to him until she fell asleep, and he would listen. After a week, she wondered if maybe, possibly…

She should’ve known. When she’d first seen the picture lying facedown on the desk in his office, she should have known better. Instead, she ignored it. She was dreading the coming appointment to talk about the incident but desperately looking forward to that night when they would meet again. He was late, and while she waited for him, she lifted the picture.

In one second, the pain returned as if it had never left. And with it came anger. She’d spilled her guts to him, told him things she’d told no one. She even allowed herself to care about him… and perhaps to love him. The schoolgirl inside of her thought about being with him forever in some sort of picture-perfect romance—she’d seen something horrible, and he saved her from the memory of it. 

Lucas walked into his office while Sarah stood there, holding the picture of his wife. She hurled it at him like a grenade. It sailed over his head and shattered against the doorframe. She couldn’t remember precisely what she yelled, but everyone in the hall gathered around as she stormed out of his office. Her foot crushed the broken glass from the frame, and she stomped on the picture of Lucas standing next to his wife in uniform. Their rings were plainly visible.

She managed not to cry until she was in her car. Then she burst like a dam. She must’ve sat there for ten minutes, bawling. She’d seen men who’d been through vicious firefights without batting an eye break down and cry like little boys because their wives cheated on them. Soldiers called the man, or woman, who cheated on spouses in the military “Jodie.” He or she had no face or background because it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that he, or she, slept with the spouses of soldiers overseas. Sarah had heard about a lot of Jodies and swore she’d never be one. But she had been for a week straight.

At some point, she drove away because she was afraid someone would walk to her car and ask if everything was all right. When she exited the gate to Fort Carson, the guard gave her a look but said nothing. Either he was being polite, or he was used to seeing crying women leave the base.

She wrecked her car a few miles later. Leaving it in the ditch, she walked the rest of the way to her apartment. By the time she was halfway there, her crying had turned into screaming. By the time she fell asleep on the living room sofa, she was over it.

Am I?

Andrew shifted. She realized she had been staring at him the whole time. The city lights streaming through the windows lit up his face. He was kind of cute, not to mention he’d held up well at the house with the werewolf and at the apartment complex. He’d probably seen a lot more combat than she had. She wondered if he’d be good to talk to, to open up to. She knew bottling it up would get old soon.

She turned and faced the ceiling again, her face tightening. No way. She was on the rebound—that was all. They’d been through a lot, which could create a false sense of affection. Such relationships never lasted.

She pushed the thoughts aside as she made her decision. She had to keep their relationship professional. Once she got over Lucas, once she got over being Jodie, she’d be fine.

Rebound. That explained everything.

She closed her eyes. The nightmares returned.




 





 

Chapter Ten

 

 

Gerald looked out the passenger window at the sprawling complex of the National Archives, which he’d thought was in DC. He vaguely remembered something about the government moving a facility into town some years before. He’d never really cared, at least until that moment.

“They hide it among other old things.”

Gerald thought of the woman in the new age store, Mary. Gerald had almost forgotten her name. Pan had sifted through her thoughts like a wastebasket. Her childhood flashed before her, including how her mom had died. She thought of her husband and somehow kept his name from them but not the fact he’d helped her at the apartment complex. She loved him, or thought she did.

Love. Gerald wanted to laugh. No one was capable of those feelings. Regardless, the memories of her having sex with her husband had filtered through her mind as Pan picked apart her memories. It made him want to have her then and there. If only she’d been something better than a human.

Gerald shook his head, focusing on the present. The complex was huge and, more importantly, isolated. From the woman’s memories, they knew the section they wanted was deep inside the building. That meant a lot of security, something that wouldn’t be a problem for the creature sitting in the driver’s seat.

The driver sat quietly, staring straight ahead. Through Pan, Gerald felt the hunger within the creature next to him. He looked like a man, and at one time he had been, but that was a long time before.

“Shouldn’t we have done this at night?” Gerald asked.

“It doesn’t matter. This historical facility is closed to the public today.”

“I wonder what else they’re hiding in there.” Thoughts of Roswell and JFK passed through Gerald’s mind.

Pan snorted inside Gerald’s head. “Be serious, boy. What we want is far more important.”

Gerald nodded. “The device.”

“Part of the device, really. The most important part. My servants will have the rest of the device ready soon.”

“But what does it do?”

“Patience.” 

Gerald clenched his jaw. Keeping things from him wasn’t part of the agreement, but he couldn’t do anything about it. He was committed, especially after the things he’d done.

The monsters in the apartment were all sleeping, except for the one next to him in the driver’s seat. The creature looked exhausted, but Pan was giving it the power to keep going. Gerald sifted through the beast’s thoughts, which consisted of frustration, anger, and a deep desire to see what Gerald’s insides looked like. After that last thought, it winced as Pan punished it, sending waves of pain toward the monster.

“I need you for a moment, boy.” Pan took him over before Gerald could respond. “Naughty, naughty.” Pan’s voice always sounded more powerful than Gerald’s even though it was the same throat. “You do what I ask now. And later, if you serve me well, the rewards…”

The creature spoke lower than any human could manage. “What rewards, my lord?”

Gerald knew the monster was speaking to Pan, but the idea of such a creature saying the words “my lord” directly at him satisfied a desire he hadn’t known he had. When Pan’s plans came to fruition, the monsters would all call him “lord.”

“To feed on whoever you wish, whenever you wish.” Gerald’s head turned to face the creature. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? To satisfy your hunger.”

A growl came from the creature, sounding like distant thunder. “I’m so hungry.” His human eyes had gone pure white. “Please…”

“Soon.” Pan released control of Gerald’s body. “Let’s get what we came for.”

Gerald nodded, glancing at the monster, who resumed staring straight ahead. “Let’s do this.”

The creature didn’t react.

Gerald swallowed. “Look, don’t make a mess of it. We need—”

The creature left the car in a flash, slamming the door so hard that something rattled inside the frame. Damn it. Gerald left the passenger door open as he went after the thing.

Gerald wanted to tell the monster to listen, but it had already pushed through the entry doors, not bothering to acknowledge the security guard. The guard stood, dropping his newspaper. “Sir, do you have an appointment?”

Gerald started to say something as he entered the lobby, but Pan cut him off. “Don’t bother, boy. Let our friend do his job.”

The guard’s mouth fell open. Already, the monster had become less than human. Hair covered his entire face. Puffs of it came out from his shirt collar. The monster grew in size until his shirt ripped open. In seconds, his jaw grew into a snout. Bones and tendons cracked audibly as its limbs twisted into a shape resembling a wolf more than a man.

The security guard let out a squeal as the creature’s mouth opened wide. The massive jaws enveloped the guard’s head. Gerald shut his eyes, trying to ignore the muffled scream, followed by the sound of a coconut being crushed in a vise.

“Open your eyes, boy. You need to see this.”

Gerald did but refused to look at whatever remained of the security guard. Blood lined the edges of the wolf’s maw, and gore stained its fur. A streak of red painted the far wall. The wolf glared at Gerald and somehow smiled.

“Let him do his work. And then we’ll do ours.”

The creature burst through the double doors at the other end of the entryway. A woman sitting at a desk looked up. Before she could scream, the monster batted her aside, and she hit the wall with a sickening, wet thud.

Gerald froze in place. Shouts followed by screaming echoed down the hall on the other side of the double doors. He tried to cover his ears, but Pan took over his body and forced his arms to his side. He had no choice but to listen to the panicked people within the facility as the monster cut off each scream one by one. After what seemed like an eternity, all was quiet.

“Well, let’s go, boy. You going to stand there all day?”

Gingerly, Gerald stepped through the double doors and glanced at the wall to the right of a desk that faced the doors. The receptionist’s body lay sprawled on the floor, blood smearing the tiny crater in the wall where she’d impacted.

He turned forward again, following the trail of broken furniture and bodies that led deeper into the facility. Not all were dead, at least not yet. One woman stared at Gerald as he passed, her mouth moving but making no sound on account of her rib cage having been crushed. Gerald felt a chill in his spine. Pan had lied to him. People were dead or dying. Gerald knew, with the power available to Pan, they could’ve easily retrieved the device without incident. But Pan simply wanted to create—

“Mayhem? I thought you enjoyed that sort of thing, boy?”

After several minutes, Gerald reached the vault door. It looked as it had inside the woman’s memories, but the werewolf had ripped it from its hinges. Beyond was an immense warehouse. God only knew how many secrets were there, but Pan only wanted one.

As Gerald entered, he heard wet slurping close by. He tried to ignore the creature as it fed, focusing instead on the numbers along the large, metallic shelves. According to Mary, the item was on aisle four, row twenty-eight. They’d left her in her store, her mind broken. Pan hadn’t cared what happened to her, and neither did Gerald.

“There it is, boy.”

Pan forced him to focus on a small wooden box on a shelf. It looked almost like a cigar box. 

“That? How can you be sure?”

“I know. Now, do as you’re told.”

Gerald picked it up and opened it. A gear-like object sat inside the cloth-lined box. Green corrosion covered the bronze, but he could still make out the writing along the edge. It looked Greek. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be worth much.

“Ah. At last. We have it.”

“This old thing? How can it be—”

A sharp pain lanced through his body. Every nerve was alive, burning in agony. He would’ve cried out, but his diaphragm locked up. He stood that way for what felt like several minutes but probably wasn’t more than a few seconds.

“I’m tired of you talking back to me, boy. I was dethroned before history began. The device will make me a king again. Now take it.”

Gerald closed the box and headed out of the vault. He hoped they’d leave the monster behind, but he soon heard the creature’s footsteps approach and fall in line behind him. Gerald was sure the creature had fed on a dozen or more people, but that mattered little. The creature’s hunger could never be sated.

“A couple more stops, and we’ll be ready.”

Gerald didn’t care anymore as he carried the box through the halls of bodies. Anyone still alive remained out of sight while Gerald and Pan left the facility.

What have I done?

“Things are turning our way, boy. You wait and see.”

Gerald nodded, trying not to wonder if he had made a terrible mistake.

 

~~~

 

Sunlight woke Sarah, as did a cat’s tail in her face. She tried to blink away the brightness, wondering how the hell the sun was reaching her. She’d chosen her sleeping spot specifically because the sun wouldn’t hit her in the morning. Even after four years in the military, she wasn’t a morning person. She’d forever arranged her various bedrooms over the years so the morning sun never touched her.

Yet there it was.

She sat up and leaned on her elbow, blocking the sun with her hand. Asuka the cat stretched, pressing her paws in Sarah’s face. After a faint meow, she trotted away.

Something wasn’t right. The edge of David’s desk was in front of her. She blinked again, sitting up. The desk used to be on the other end of the room. The old-style picture advertising a drive-through was on the wrong wall, and the sofa was in the wrong place.

She shook her head. What the hell is going on?

“What’s wrong?”

She spun around. Andrew lay inches away, his eyebrows furrowed as he looked at her. 

She shrank back. “What do you think you’re doing?”

His eyes went wide. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m staring at you lying next to me.” She balled a hand into a fist. “What, you trying to get lucky or something?”

“Of course not. Why would I want that?”

Sarah couldn’t stop her face from scrunching up. “Then why’d you come over here?”

“I didn’t.” He spoke as if she were a child. “You came here.”

“Did not. I—” Sarah glanced across the room. The memory foam mattress sat against the wall… where she had been lying during the night. 

Andrew sat up, leaning on his elbow. “Did too.”

One of her shoes sat in the middle of the room, as did her gun, which she had somehow knocked out from under her pillow. The other shoe still sat where it had the evening before, unperturbed by her movement across the office floor.

David lay on the couch, propped up on a pillow. “Is there a problem?”

“No, no.” Sarah gathered her blankets.

When she started to stand, Andrew averted his gaze, and she glanced down. Her shirt was riding up high enough to show her bra. She yanked it down, glaring at Andrew. She stood and padded in her low-cut socks over to her mattress, tripping over her blankets as she picked up her shoe and Glock from the middle of the floor.

“Everything all right, grunt?”

Sarah glared at Conroy for a split second and then recovered her composure. “Yeah. Just a little misunderstanding.”

Conroy looked at Andrew then back at Sarah. “Looked like more than—”

“Okay, then.” Sarah sat on her foam mattress. “Sometimes I wander when I sleep, that’s all.”

“You wander?” David had sat up and was casually thumbing through a tablet. 

The amused look on his face irritated her almost as much as the smile on Andrew’s face.

“Yeah.” She waved her hand through the air. “Not sleepwalk, but just scoot around the bed.”

“That was a big scoot,” Andrew said.

“Yeah, well, I have a lot on my mind.” She placed the Glock on her pillow. “Just forget it, all right?”

Andrew shrugged. “Already have.”

Sarah set her shoe on the floor harder than she intended, and the clap reverberated off the office walls. She pretended not to notice either the racket she’d caused or the smirk on Andrew’s face as she started putting on her shoes. Does he practice being antagonistic, or was he born that way? She noticed he wasn’t like that with the others. Just her. For the life of her, she didn’t know if she had done something to bother him or if he just enjoyed infuriating her.

Conroy did his best to cover up his smile, while David busied himself with his tablet. Sarah caught herself mumbling, something she did when she was angry enough to chew nails. That only made Conroy’s smile broaden.

John and Shelly stood in the office doorway, staring. White-knuckling her shoelaces, Sarah pretended not to notice, even when John looked at Conroy and nodded his head in her direction. Conroy just shook his head. Suppressing a giggle, Shelly ducked back into the office waiting room, dragging John behind her.

Just great. Sarah yanked her shoelaces tight and started on the other shoe. Memories of the night before faded. Even the nightmares had stopped at some point in the night, and as much as she hated to admit it, she had a pretty good idea why. But the last thing she was going to do was talk about that. Instead, she changed the subject. “Anything in the news?”

“Reports of burglaries, missing people.” David took a deep breath. “Lakewood Police Department is investigating four bodies in a sewer. Denver PD and Littleton PD have similar cases.”

Sarah sat quietly for a moment, one shoe partially untied. “So all those creatures…”

Conroy nodded. “They had to feed.”

Sarah waved a hand toward the window. “If every type-two devil in the country is here in Denver, someone’s going to see and take a picture on their phone. They’ll upload it to social media, or they’ll blog about it.”

“And Ambrose’s people will cover it up,” Andrew said.

“Perhaps not.” David held up his tablet. “It appears our favorite blogger, Carl Caliber, has written another piece.” He started reading out loud. “Looks like something big happened in the Mile-High City. Break-ins, robberies, and a dozen bodies, all in one night.”

“Oh great,” Shelly said. “Ambrose isn’t going to stop looking for him.”

“Agreed, and I’m sure Mr. Caliber is fully aware of that possibility.” David continued. “I can’t stay long. I’ve got to keep moving. The powers that be probably want me for spilling the beans, but spill them I will.” David hesitated. “Oh my. He was at Washington Park.”

“Pictures?” Shelly asked.

David shook his head. “Fortunately, no. He simply talks about it.” He raised an eyebrow. “It actually comes off as rather silly.”

“Hope everyone else thinks it’s silly.” Conroy stood. “I’ll see if I can scrounge up some coffee.”

Sarah glanced at Andrew, who had already laced up his hiking boots and was waiting patiently for the others. He didn’t make eye contact with her, acting as if she weren’t even there. She chewed on her lip as she finished tying her shoe, refusing to acknowledge him even though he hadn’t tried to push her away. He never pushed her away, though at times he ignored her—hot then cold. Even worse, that bothered her. They were in a crisis situation, and her main concern was what a guy thought of her. The man had turned her into a wreck, and no one seemed to think it a problem except her. Even Conroy, a marine for God’s sake, sat there grinning at the situation.

After she finished tying her shoe, she stood. Andrew finally acknowledged her. “Ready?”

Sarah nodded, refusing to look at him. Conroy and David had already stood and started putting their bedding away. David walked over and handed her the duffel bag she’d brought on her first day. “Shower is outside the gym in the—”

“In the basement. I remember.” Sarah took her duffel bag. “Thanks. I’ll be right back.”

David said nothing as Sarah left, nearly running into the doorjamb as she hurried from the office. In the office reception area, John was folding up the hide-a-bed. Shelly started to say something, but Sarah waved her off.

Sarah let the office door shut behind her harder than she intended, and the sound reverberated through the hall. Her shoes squeaked on the tile as she hurried down the hall. She pushed the elevator’s button five times before it finally arrived. When the doors closed, she took a deep sigh of relief, shutting out the world around her as the elevator took her to the basement.

She had it bad, and she could see only one solution. When the current situation was over, she would have to leave. She had chosen Denver because she was from there and had thought that might add a tactical advantage. Maybe the Chattanooga office still has an opening. She’d never been there, but a city was little more than a map. Or she could work for the government office, but the thought of working for an ass like Ambrose filled her with disgust.

The elevator door opened, and she exited. Pipes lined the tops of the bare, bricked basement walls on the way to the gym. No one was there. Working out usually improved her mood, but all she wanted was a shower. Fortunately, she was alone.

Sarah quickly undressed and showered. One of the more invaluable things she’d learned in the military was to shower in under a minute. She toweled off when she was done and plugged in the blow drier, one luxury she hadn’t always had in the military. The warm air felt good against her scalp.

In five minutes, she was done and headed back to the elevator. I gotta leave. No question about it. Wherever she went, it would be better than where she was. Her silly romantic feelings for a team member were a risk to everyone. Even if he reciprocated—the thought made her heart leap—that would simply make things worse.

She made her way through the gym. Her heart felt heavy during the elevator ride back up. Consoling herself with the idea it would be over soon didn’t make her feel better. In fact, it made her worse. What else can I do?

The elevator doors opened, and every thought in her head was disrupted because Andrew stood there, waiting.

Damn it.

She started to say something nasty, both to keep him in his place and to keep her emotions in check, but the serious look on his face made her anger melt away. 

“What is it?” she asked.

“Ian’s here. Something’s wrong.”

Sarah looked down the hall toward the office. Ian stood outside, talking to everyone else. Shelly had a hand on his shoulder while she patted his arm.

Sarah walked down the hall with Andrew, clenching her fists. Mary. Oh hell. She stopped in front of Ian. She remembered Ian’s assuredness from the last time she’d seen him, but she couldn’t help noticing the circles under his eyes—that and the fact he looked as if he had slept in his clothes.

“Something’s happened to Mary.” Ian held up a voice recorder and pressed a button. The sound was tinny through the small speaker.

“You have wronged me, woman,” a voice said. It sounded human, but it made Sarah’s skin crawl. “I’m giving you the chance to improve my mood by cooperating.”

The next voice was Mary’s. “Who are you?”

“My name forms panic, in your language anyway,” the strange voice said. “Nymphs, such as yourself, flee from me… but they never truly get away.”

After a pause, Mary spoke. “I don’t believe you.”

“No? Allow me to demonstrate.”

A low hum began, a sort of growl that built up over several seconds. The growl, if that’s what it was, didn’t come from any animal she had ever heard. As the sound rose in volume, Sarah’s blood ran cold. A part of her wanted to turn and run for cover. Nothing living could have made that noise. The noise cut off almost as soon as it started. 

“I found that on my voice mail this morning.” Ian took a deep breath as his face scrunched up. “She wasn’t at the shop. Damn it. I should’ve stayed with her.”

“It wouldn’t have helped,” Conroy said. “After what happened—”

David’s phone rang. He raised his eyebrows when he looked at the screen. “Oh dear.” He answered it. “Hello?” David’s face grew ashen as he listened. Finally, he spoke. “Thank you. We’ll head right over.” David pocketed his phone.

Ian stared at him. “Mary?”

He nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

 

~~~

 

Sarah had to get out of the way as Ian reached for the side door of the van. He had it open and was jumping out even before John finished parking. Andrew and Sarah followed as quickly as they could, running to catch up to Ian, who headed straight into the facility, ignoring the questioning looks from the security guards around them.

“Ian, wait,” Andrew said.

Pushing open the door to the Morrison Facility, Ian ignored him. Andrew held the door open for Sarah as she rushed inside. Behind her, John spoke with the security people who had gathered. In the distance, a car pulled up next to the van. Conroy and David had caught up to them even though John had broken every speed limit getting there.

Inside, Ian leaned over the receptionist desk. “I need to see a patient here. Her name is Mary Masterson.”

The man, a somewhat overweight individual dressed as an orderly, blinked behind the desk. “Sir, this is a secure facility. You can’t be here without—”

Ian ignored the man, passing him on his way to a closed door. The man reached for the phone but stopped when Shelly entered. 

“Earl, it’s okay,” she said. “I take responsibility.”

The man looked at Shelly and then Ian, who yanked on the thick metal door once before turning to glare at him. Shelly nodded approval.

“You’re the boss, Doctor.” Earl pressed a button under the counter. 

The buzzer had barely sounded when Ian pulled the door open and charged through.

They headed down the hall, passing security guards who were speaking into radios. Sarah didn’t completely hear what squawked back to security over the radio, but she heard the words “stand down.”

The halls of the facility were pristine and the floors immaculate. It didn’t seem like a bad place to go insane. Ian stalked through the corridor ahead of her, slowing at a window for a moment before continuing. Sarah paused at the window while the others went on. A man in a white coat sat at a table across from a young woman in a white smock. Sarah was certain it was one-way glass and the girl could see only a mirror—or would have if she were looking at it. Instead, the woman was staring at the table in front of her.

The girl was younger than Sarah, probably still in high school. Her brown hair hung in thick strands, as if she hadn’t combed it in a month. However, what struck Sarah was the look on her face. Sarah had seen the expression on soldiers before. It was the same look she had seen in the mirror countless times. The girl had seen something no one should see, and it had broken her. 

Sarah turned away, looking at the few doctors wandering the halls. She could easily have been that girl, lost in the terror of an event that would replay in her mind until her dying day.

“You’re with them.”

Sarah spun around. The girl from the room was standing next to her in the hall. Sarah glanced into the room and back again, just to be sure she was the same person. Sarah hadn’t heard her exit through the side door.

Sarah stared dumbly at her. “Them?”

The girl had one hand wrapped around the index finger of her other hand. “You find monsters.”

Sarah thought about denying it, but if the girl were a patient, then she already knew about the supernatural. “How’d you know?”

“I saw.” She rubbed her arms with her hands. “They brought me here a few days ago. It’s always cold, but I’ve been cold ever since I saw him.”

“Him?”

She nodded. “They brought someone here today. I knew they would. I told them she was in trouble, but they didn’t listen.”

Sarah looked around to see if anyone was listening. “You mean that woman that came here?”

“Her name’s Mary. She’ll be fine, but not while he’s here.”

“Who?”

“Him.” She shuddered for a moment, looking all around, including the ceiling and floor. “He’ll come for you too.”

“What?” Sarah leaned closer. “Who’s coming for me?”

The girl stared at Sarah with a far-off look Sarah had seen in combat vets. “He can’t take you if you like him.”

Sarah stared at the girl for a moment. She started to ask what she meant when a hand fell on her shoulder. 

“There you are.”

Sarah jumped, her heart hammering. She spun around to spew a few choice swear words at Andrew but decided it was unwise in front of the girl. “I was just…” Sarah gestured behind her, but the girl was gone. She wasn’t inside the room with the glass window, either. 

Only she, Andrew, and a few others stood in the hall.

“You were just what?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Forget it.”

He stared at her for a moment before nodding down the hall. “The others are with Mary.”

Sarah looked around again, wondering where the girl went. “Yeah, let’s go.”

 

~~~

 

The courtyard behind the hospital was easily twice the square footage of the hospital itself. Flower beds dotted the landscape, with concrete sidewalks creating a maze between them. The grass was greener than anything she’d ever seen, especially in Colorado. A few ponderosas dotted the courtyard along the wall that lined the main road, but most of the trees were aspens. To the west, an unobstructed view of the mountains greeted her.

“Seems peaceful,” Sarah said. But something about its quietness was unsettling at the same time.

Andrew nodded, reaching toward her for a second but then pulling back. “The doctors felt a comfortable, natural environment was key to healing.”

“Government dollars at its best.”

“Actually, the investors pay for this.” Andrew walked down one of the paths leading away from the main building. 

Up ahead, a woman sat on old-style park bench, staring blankly at petunias in a nearby flower bed. Sarah could tell from her hair that it was Mary. Ian sat next to her, holding her hand. Even from a distance, Sarah couldn’t miss Mary’s haunted expression. John and Shelly stood several yards away. Sarah and Andrew joined them.

“How bad?” Andrew asked.

Shelly shook her head. “She’s lethargic, non-responsive. They had to feed her intravenously.”

“She won’t eat?” Sarah asked. “It can get that bad?”

“She’s lucky.” Shelly unwrapped herself from John as she pulled out a folder she had tucked under her arm. She opened it and read the flimsy paperwork inside. “She went into defib in the ambulance.”

Sarah watched Ian brush Mary’s hair aside. “How is that lucky?”

“Some things we aren’t meant to see,” John said. “The Other is beyond human comprehension. Witches, like Ian and Mary, occasionally get a glimpse. When they do, sometimes…”

Sarah shook her head. “Sometimes what?”

“Sometimes they die outright,” Andrew said.

Sarah stared at Andrew, stunned.

Ian carefully put Mary’s hand back in her lap. He stood, watched her for a moment, and then walked toward them. Mary never once reacted. When Ian reached them, his expression was calm, but Sarah knew better. She’d seen shock before. Sometimes, people didn’t accept that things had changed for the worse.

Ian looked back at Mary. “She kept saying the same thing over and over.”

Shelly spoke softly. “What did she say?”

“She said, ‘His name means panic.’ That, and ‘all.’” Ian looked at John. “‘He is all.’ What does that mean?”

John folded his arms as he looked at Mary, who was sitting quietly on the bench. “I’m not sure.”

Every muscle in Ian’s face was tense. “Shelly, lay it on me.” His voice shook. “Will she pull through?”

Shelly handed the manila folder to John and walked toward Ian to take his hands in hers. 

Ian wouldn’t stop shaking his head. “Oh God.” His anguish overcame him, and he screwed up his face. “She’s not going to make it, is she?”

“She has made it,” Shelly said. “She survived something most people don’t.”

“But will she…?” Ian took a deep breath to steady himself. “What are the odds she’ll come back to me?”

Shelly hesitated, letting her breath out slowly. “The question is what we can do to help her come back to you.”

“What can I do?” Ian’s voice was pleading.

“Be with her as much as you can,” Shelly said. “I’ll arrange it with the hospital administrators.” She squeezed his hands. “Be here for her. It really helps.”

Ian nodded, averting his gaze. Shelly released his hands and gave him a hug, which he returned warmly. When they separated, he went back to the park bench, and his shoulders shook as he sobbed.

Sarah’s heart grew heavy. She imagined herself sitting there with Andrew next to her—or worse, herself sitting next to a blank-faced Andrew who had seen something so horrible he was lucky to survive. The thought alone made her lower lip quiver.

Sarah glanced over at Andrew and then away again before he could return her gaze.

 

~~~

 

John didn’t blame Ian for not wanting to leave Mary, so they left him with her. If Shelly had been there instead of Mary, they would’ve had to drag him away.

Inside, Conroy and David spoke to people John assumed were the hospital administrators. He didn’t know them, though Shelly surely did. They didn’t look happy.

After a moment, the administrators left, and David turned to Shelly and said, “The doctors said she kept mumbling something about his name means panic and his name means all.”

“That’s what Ian said,” Andrew said. “Just like that voice on Ian’s voice mail. What does it mean?”

Conroy shrugged. “Who found her, anyway?”

“Earl gave me the details,” Shelly said. “They found her in an alley two streets from the store. Someone saw her and called 9-1-1. Ambrose caught wind of it and had her diverted here.”

“I assume Ambrose’s people are sweeping the scene?” John asked.

Shelly nodded. “The store glass had shattered, but they went through the fragments. None of the store’s protective runes were present. It was like they were erased. They also found her phone, completely fried as if lightning had struck it.”

David sighed. “At least she’ll be okay.”

John jutted his chin at the door through which the hospital administrators had left. “How mad are they about Ian?”

“They don’t blame him,” David said. “They were just concerned that Ian might disrupt the other patients here.”

“I think that was the last thing on his mind,” Andrew said. “So what’s next?”

“I need you to investigate that apartment complex,” David said.

“If by investigate you mean take a flamethrower to it, gladly.” Sarah was looking through the glass door as Ian helped the orderlies put Mary into a wheelchair.

Ian wheeled Mary away with the two orderlies in tow. If Shelly had been the victim instead of Mary, John would have wanted to destroy every monster in the world.

“No fire, Sarah,” Conroy said. “Just check it out and get back to us. They probably cleared out by now, but maybe they left something behind.”

“We’ll let you know,” John said.

Shelly put her hand around John’s arm as they left. Andrew and Sarah followed behind them. The tension between those two was building. John sighed, knowing that military training had taught Sarah that fraternization among troops got people killed. However, he had taken years to grasp that the best way to fight monsters was not to be one, and monsters couldn’t feel what Sarah was clearly feeling for Andrew at that moment.




 





 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

Andrew kept his eyes forward while John drove the Mitsubishi. David and Conroy were taking the van back to the office.

He wanted to talk, but Sarah wanted to bottle things up. Figures. He resigned himself to enjoying the little pleasures for the time being—like the expression on her face when he antagonized her or when she woke up next to him.

 “What are you smiling at?”

Andrew turned toward her. “Just wondering.”

“What?”

“What did she want?”

Her eyes went downcast for a second. “Who?”

“The girl you were talking to at Morrison.”

Sarah chuckled. “So you did see that that, huh?”

Shelly turned around. “A patient spoke to you?”

“Yeah.” Sarah shrugged. “She just walked up to me.”

“Wait a minute.” Andrew swore to himself. “I should’ve known who it was. It was Samantha.”

“Who’s Samantha?” Sarah asked.

“We rescued her and her parents from the house in Lyons.” John spoke over his shoulder while still focusing on driving. “What did she say to you?”

“Weird stuff. She said she knew about Mary arriving at the facility.”

Andrew chewed the inside of his cheek. “She might’ve seen them bring her in.”

“But she knew why.” Sarah waved it off. “But that’s not all. She also knew I hunted monsters.”

“Really?” Andrew stroked his chin. “Weird. Maybe she saw you come in with us. She’d definitely recognize us.”

“What else did she say?” Shelly asked.

“She said she was cold. Had been since she got there.” Sarah ran a finger across her chin. “She also said he was coming for me.”

“He?” Andrew asked. “Who?”

“She just said ‘he,’ like I should know. And…”

Andrew prodded. “What? Tell me.”

Sarah shook her head and folded her arms. “Nothing. Nothing that made any sense.”

Andrew’s face tightened. Like her, like all of them, Andrew’s private life was just that—private. But holding back information wasn’t good either.

Shelly’s phone rang. Sarah jumped, her arms moving into a defensive position for a second. She started to say something, probably some technical four-lettered words they taught in the military, and then forced herself to calm down.

Shelly answered her phone and put it on speaker. “David?”

“I have some news,” he said. “I just got a call from a contact at DIA. Seven high-profile planes landed within the hour. At least ten more are expected.”

“High-profile?” Sarah leaned over the front seat. “As in politicians?”

“Some, yes,” David said. “Others came from the Pentagon.”

“Is there a convention we don’t know about?” Andrew asked.

“Well, that’s the weird part.” Conroy had cut in. “It appears the officials haven’t left the airport.”

Andrew leaned back in his seat. With what Sarah had told them when they first met her, along with that news, it made sense. The government wouldn’t send the top brass to the DIA bunker unless something bad was about to happen. Sarah folded her arms and stared straight ahead. Andrew could feel the tension coming off of her. She was probably thinking the same thing.

John pulled into the complex, passing the manager’s office. Outside, a middle-aged woman was speaking with a man in a suit who was touching his ear. “Damn it.”

Andrew knew a fed when he saw one. “I bet Ambrose is there too.”

“Looks like it.” John spoke into his phone. “David, looks like Ambrose and his people beat us here.”

“Lovely.” David snorted over the phone.

“Play it cool, John,” Conroy said. “Don’t rock the boat.”

“Understood.” John hung up and pulled around the corner toward the building they had fled the night before. A black SUV was sitting in a section of the parking lot devoid of cars. The cars might have been towed, or perhaps it was simply the middle of the day and everyone was at work. With Ambrose, it could have been either possibility.

Sarah leaned forward to look out the windshield. “They’re covering it up without our help?”

“They don’t always tell us what’s going on,” Shelly said.

John drove past casually, keeping an eye on the government suits gathered there. Some of them, in turn, stared back… including Ambrose himself. 

“Whatever was there won’t be coming back,” John said.

“You think they’ve moved on?” Shelly removed her sunglasses and stashed them in her purse. “There’re too many of them as it is, not to mention different kinds of type twos. Choosing a new lair would make them that much more unstable.”

“Whatever entity is orchestrating this is more powerful than anything we’ve seen.” John pulled into a parking spot past where Ambrose’s men were standing. “Whoever it is can do what they want and still keep the group together.”

They exited the car and walked toward a waiting Ambrose. Men were crawling all over the lot. Andrew sighed. The lack of subtlety meant a lot of neighbors were getting the third-degree treatment.

Ambrose frowned as he ran his hand over his closely shaved head. “John, what are you doing here?”

“I was going to ask the same thing,” John said.

“We had a report of an incident.”

“A report?” Sarah stepped forward. “Did you know what was here?”

“No, I just got here.” Ambrose kept his expression neutral. “You wouldn’t know anything about what happened last night, would you?”

“Don’t be coy,” John said. “You knew we were here.”

Ambrose sighed. “Your supervisor briefed me. I wish RoSo would keep out of this one.”

“Ambrose,” Andrew said, “if you knew anything about this place before last night—”

“I said I knew nothing.” Ambrose’s face tightened. “If I did, I would’ve warned you.”

“Oh sure.” Sarah stepped right in front of Ambrose. 

One of his men stepped forward, but Ambrose held up a hand to stop him. 

“I got the runaround from guys like you after Afghanistan,” she said.

“Runaround?” Ambrose smirked. “If you mean a warning not to talk about what you saw, I’d call that a precaution, not a runaround.”

Sarah stared for another moment before backing off. “I don’t like it. It’s not fair.”

“Fairness has nothing to do with it,” Ambrose said. “It’s about following orders. Then again, you always had a problem doing what you were told, didn’t you?”

Sarah put her hands on her hips. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what I mean.” Ambrose ticked off points on his fingers. “Your superiors disciplined you on several occasions during your time in the sandbox. You mouthed off to your drill sergeant on day one of basic training. How many push-ups did they make you do after that, anyway?”

“Who cares?” She waved her hands around the parking lot. “How about we talk about the missing parents? Or a bunch of politicians roosting in DIA?”

Ambrose’s jaw worked as he clenched his teeth. “I lost good men when the parents were taken. I’m angrier about that than you can imagine. I have to inform their families that they’re dead, but I can’t tell them why.”

Sarah opened her mouth to say something, but Ambrose cut her off. “And as for DIA, you think I like packing in a bunch of worthless suits in a bunker? I’ve got real problems to deal with.”

Andrew stepped in before Sarah could respond. “I’ll say you have problems. Every monster in North America is converging on Denver.”

Ambrose kept his eyes on Sarah. “The question is why. I could use some actual help here, but your new teammate here has decided to run off at the mouth and play games.”

Sarah’s mouth fell open. “What games?”

“Giving me that empty box, for one. It was pointless. Your little stunt isn’t going to prevent the gear from being transferred to Camp Hero. Keeping it here is reckless. Like you.”

“I’m not reckless.”

“Really?” A smile crept onto Ambrose’s face. “You want to explain why you destroyed your car after you rotated stateside? Or we could talk about your therapist.”

Sarah froze, her eyes wide open. For a moment, Andrew thought she’d belt him one. Instead, she folded her arms and walked away. Shelly called out to her, but Sarah waved her off as she stormed across the parking lot toward the car, her head tucked low.

Ambrose shook his head slowly as he watched Sarah. “You need to find more stable people to do this work.”

Andrew spun on him. “That wasn’t necessary. And we know what we’re doing. You want us telling you how to do your job?”

“You don’t need to,” Ambrose said. “I hire professionals.”

Andrew felt like belting Ambrose himself, as if that would help. He looked back at Sarah as she paced, wondering if crashing her car was related to her therapist. “Want to fill us in on what’s going on at DIA, Ambrose?”

Ambrose looked at Andrew for a moment before answering. “You guys need to cooperate before things get out of hand.”

“We are cooperating. Maybe your people could do the same.” John scanned the parking lot. “Where is your assistant, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” Ambrose said. “He’s been missing since late yesterday.” He frowned. “Right when I wanted to talk with the little bastard.”

“Falling out within the ranks?” Andrew asked.

Ambrose pressed his lips together. “He wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place.”

“What do you mean?” John asked.

“He wasn’t authorized to be here. At least, no one in Homeland knows about him.” He twisted his lips into a snarl for a second before regaining control. “I’ve had the local police put a BOLO out on him.”

“How long has he been missing?” Shelly asked.

“Since last night. He was out looking for that blogger.”

“Carl Caliber?” John shook his head. “Why? Most of what he’s written regarding the supernatural never happened. People think he’s a nut.”

“He knew about Lyons and Fort Lupton,” Ambrose said. “I can’t just let him run around.”

“So what happened?” Shelly asked.

Ambrose shook his head. “He went off with three of my men yesterday, and I haven’t heard from any of them since.”

Ambrose was looking to Andrew’s side. Sarah had approached, but Andrew hadn’t noticed until then. 

She looked up at Ambrose, her arms still crossed. “Sorry.”

Ambrose stared at her for a moment. “About what? The loss of my men or your inability to control yourself?”

Sarah chewed her lip and then sighed. “Both.”

Ambrose frowned for a moment and then nodded. “Apology accepted.”

Sarah gave him half a smile and then stepped back, avoiding his gaze. 

John cleared his throat. “We left some equipment here we want to retrieve.”

“In the apartment you broke into?” Ambrose snorted. “We’re having to explain that one too. Well, don’t bother. There’s nothing left. The monsters ransacked both the building they occupied and the one you were in before they disappeared.”

John nodded, looking back at the apartments. “We’d like to have a look around anyway.”

Ambrose gestured toward the complex. “Be my guest.”

John headed for the complex with the others behind him. Sarah stayed close to Andrew.

 

~~~

 

Sarah tried—and failed—to control her breathing as she strode toward the apartment building. Just the thought of Ambrose was making her pulse pound in her head. He was another government stooge telling her what to do.

Of course, she could blame Ambrose. That would be easy. The truth was she’d been a bundle of nerves since that day in the desert, and she wasn’t getting any better. The man next to her wasn’t making things any easier.

His scent carried forward, a mix of aftershave and his natural scent. He glanced at her but looked away before she could say anything. “We better check it out.”

Sarah followed, grumbling to herself. The agents around the building ignored them as they headed up the outside stairs of the apartment building next door to the one where they’d made their escape. She swallowed. The night before, the building had been full of monsters.

He spoke to her over his shoulder. “Notice anything?”

She did, in fact. All the apartment doors were open. The feds must have kicked them all in. From the top of the stairs, the interior of the closest apartment was visible. The door wasn’t even there. The lower hinge hung from the frame while the upper hinge had been torn away altogether. 

Sarah leaned in through the doorway of the apartment. The carpet had been torn up, and the walls had been kicked in—no, not kicked in. The monsters had ripped out all the drywall, tearing it down to the frame, and much of the frame itself had been damaged. The place looked like a wrecking crew had worked the place over.

“Is this normal?” she asked.

Andrew leaned into the same doorway. She inhaled his scent while he pointed around the inside of the apartment. “Yep.” He pointed at the single hinge hanging from the frame. The frame had been shattered outward, as if someone had forced the door open from the inside.

Sarah pushed at the hinge with her finger, and it squeaked quietly. “Why don’t they just open doors?”

“Type twos are little more than animals,” Andrew said. “Especially when newly turned. They’re strong enough to destroy a wall or door, so they do.”

“Just because, huh?” Sarah looked up. She could see the apartment above and the one above that, like some bizarre open-air mansion left to the elements. “I bet they mess the carpet too.” She turned, but he’d already gone back down the stairs. Sarah sighed and went after him.

Downstairs, John and Shelly were waiting. John motioned toward Andrew. “Something I want you to see.”

Andrew nodded and followed John down the breezeway toward the other side of the apartment complex. The paranoid part of Sarah said they were going to talk about her. Another side of her said that was irrational and John was just showing him something. But then why not show everyone?

Maybe they were going to fire her and were deciding Shelly should give Sarah the bad news. From the drawn look on Shelly’s face, that seemed to be the case. Hell. Stealing the gear out of the case had probably gotten everyone in trouble.

Shelly waited until the boys had gone around the corner. She held up her phone and touched the screen. A few seconds later, Sarah’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She glanced at the message. “An appointment? With who?”

“With a specialist. He has over twenty years of experience.”

“Experience with what?” Sarah read the e-mail. “Wait. You want me to go to a shrink?”

“He’s a licensed therapist. He mentored me.”

“You think I’m crazy.”

Shelly took a deep breath. “You are not crazy. But after what you’ve seen, I think its best you talk with a specialist on these matters.”

“I already did this.” Sarah ran her hand over the screen of her phone, hoping Shelly believed the lie. “I don’t need to do this again.”

“Yes, you do.” Shelly grasped Sarah’s hand before she could delete the message. 

Sarah yanked the phone away and stepped up to Shelly, putting her face right in front of Shelly’s. Sarah’s hands shook as she tried to keep herself from throttling the woman. Shelly didn’t change her expression at all, watching Sarah as if she were a child throwing a tantrum.

Sarah took a deep breath and backed down, her shoulders slumping. The rage had come so quickly and easily. That should never have happened. Sarah pressed her hands against her cheeks. Shelly was family, yet Sarah wanted to choke her.

Her anger melted away. “Sorry.” She read the message again and sighed. The appointment was the next week. At least she still had a job, as far as she knew. “Okay, I’ll give it a shot.”

“That’s all I ask.” Shelly hesitated. “Look, I know it’s frustrating. It’s normal to feel that way. But therapy really does help.”

“Yeah.” Sarah put her phone away as she looked down the alley, pretending not to care if Andrew knew she was going to see a shrink.

 

~~~

 

John glanced over his shoulder. From where he stood behind the complex, he couldn’t hear Shelly giving Sarah the news.

He could imagine Sarah’s reaction. Sufferers of PTSD were easily irritated. He had been when he had suffered from it. Shelly had reacted to him with her usual patience.

Andrew knelt between the air-conditioning units where John also knelt, staring at a gaping hole. An uprooted bush had covered it at one point, but John had set it aside. 

John pointed at the bushes lining the creek not ten feet from the back of the building. “The bricks are scattered around under the water. And there’s no paths back here. I doubt the residents come back here often.”

“If they had, they wouldn’t be here now.”

John nodded. Type twos liked to have a hidden passage into and out of their lair. Anyone who came across one was hunted down.

“Through here, I assume.” Andrew pointed at the trampled grass. “They hid the entrance to the building, but they left this trail where everyone can see.”

John stood, dusting off his hands. “Yeah, it’s odd. I wonder what changed.”

Andrew shrugged as he followed the trail back into the grass. “Hey, what’s that?”

John watched as Andrew stood and walked to the edge of the tall grass lining the creek. A small box, much like a wine box, sat partially hidden in the tall grass. As he picked it up, the lid fell off, its hinges broken as if someone had ripped the box open and then placed the lid back on top.

“Oh hell.” John drew his eyebrows together. He knew that box—they all did. The size and shape were familiar, but the runes covering the lid gave it away. Ian and Mary had placed those runes there to shield the Antikythera mechanism. But the runes were different, twisted somehow, as if the carvings in the wood had been erased and recarved into nonsense.

John swore. The box should have been at NARA, but instead it sat in Andrew’s hands, broken, its contents missing. That meant monsters had the primary component of the Antikythera mechanism.

“John, Andrew, I’ve got David on the phone.” Shelly came down the alley, her phone in hand. 

Sarah followed behind, a long look on her face. She had taken the news better than John had expected. 

“He…” Shelly took a look at the box. “Oh no, is that what I think it is?”

“Afraid so.” Andrew dropped the useless box.

Sarah stared at it on the ground. “Didn’t we put that in NARA?”

“Put what in NARA?” Conroy’s voice came over Shelly’s phone.

“The protective box containing the Antikythera gear,” John said. “We’re staring at the remains of it. And it’s empty.”

“Damn.” David typed something, his keyboard rattling over the phone. “Shelly, I’m sending you a link to a local news article.”

Shelly pulled up the article on her phone and read out loud. “A fire broke out at the NARA institute north of the Denver Metro area. According to a spokesperson, nothing of value was lost, though some employees suffered smoke inhalation.”

“When was this?” Andrew held his phone up so Conroy and David could hear the conversation.

“Last night.” Shelly scrolled through the page. “It says the fire was near a ventilation system. The smoke spread everywhere, but firefighters contained the blaze to a small area. They’re still investigating.”

Sarah read the article over Shelly’s shoulder. “Our friends from last night hit the facility, didn’t they?”

“Apparently,” David said. “Damn it. I can’t believe I didn’t see this before.”

“The story is buried on the Denver Post’s website.” Shelly tapped at her phone. “They don’t even mention it on the front page.”

Conroy spoke. “There’s more. I got a report on Gerald’s hard drive. The government snagged it after he did his sprint through Wash Park.”

John leaned closer to the phone. “What’d they find?”

“Other than a large amount of pornography,” David said, “they found the e-mails he sent to our blogger friend. Nothing new there, only that it definitely connects those two.”

Andrew shrugged. “We already knew that much.”

“Yes, but we found more e-mails to a third party,” Conroy said, “a Gmail account that traces back to an IP in DC.”

Sarah twisted her mouth for a second. “Given he’s gone missing, I’m guessing the IP belongs to Pendleton.”

“Good call,” Conroy said. “There were two e-mails to Pendleton. One said simply, ‘Lyons, on Rose’ and the other ‘Far west Fort Lupton.’”

“Lyons on Rose?” Sarah asked. “Lyons is the town, and—”

“Rose is the street,” Shelly said. “Where the house is.”

“Wait. You said to Pendleton?” John raised an eyebrow. “So Pendleton’s not the leak?”

“It doesn’t appear to be the case,” David said.

“Turns out this Pendleton guy’s a nobody,” Conroy said. “He worked in a back office somewhere in Homeland, writing official documents. He didn’t even have access. No way could he have been the leak.”

Andrew stroked his chin. “So he got word about the supernatural and forged his own papers. Gutsy.”

“But how’d he learn if he didn’t have access?” Shelly asked.

“Whoever the leak is told him, and we still don’t know who that is.” John sighed. “That means we still have a problem.”

“Bigger than you realize.” David was typing again. “Remember what Mary kept saying?”

“His name means panic.” John looked at Shelly. “Samantha said the same thing, didn’t she?”

“And it was on the voice mail.” Shelly furrowed her brow. “What does it mean?”

“Didn’t she also say his name meant all?” Conroy asked.

“Yeah,” Andrew said. “But what does it mean?”

“I think I know,” David said. “Check your e-mail.”

Shelly pulled up her e-mail on her phone and opened the attached picture. “What is this?”

“I retrieved this from a police report,” David said. “It was a still from video taken by a bystander’s phone. It’s riveting if you enjoy watching a crowd panic, but one scene stands out.”

“The audio cut out after that,” Conroy said. “But it’s the picture that matters.”

Shelly pulled it up. The image showed a man holding something to his lips, as if blowing through it. It looked like a large seashell.

John looked over her shoulder. “What is this?”

“There is a story in Greek mythology,” David said. “He was a minor god, but there is speculation he may have been a more powerful god at one time.”

Conroy cut in. “From his name, we get the word panic.”

“Panic.” Shelly caught her breath. “You mean Pan?”

“What, the half-goat guy?” Sarah asked. “You mean that was a Greek god’s voice on Ian’s voice mail?” She caught her breath. “Oh wow.”

“Yeah, you get it, grunt,” Conroy said. “There’s no question now. We’re definitely dealing with a type four.”

Everyone remained silent. Shelly grasped John’s hand, and he squeezed hers in return.

After a moment, Sarah spoke. “Ambrose was talking about Last Day.”

“No way,” Conroy said. “There’s no evidence.”

Sarah snorted. “No gods have appeared as far back as anyone can remember, not since a long time ago when magic was everywhere. Now we have a god, and you say it’s not the end of times?”

“There’d be a lot more happening if it was,” David said.

Another SUV had pulled up while they were talking. Ambrose was giving the new arrivals their orders. They were a cleanup crew—of that, John was certain. They’d remove all the evidence even if that meant burning the building to the ground. Sarah would definitely like that.

In the next building over, residents stared out the window. More stood in the parking lot, looking at Ambrose’s team. John gritted his teeth. No doubt, Ambrose would interrogate them. John hoped no one had seen anything, but given the severity of the event, someone had to have witnessed something.

“So what next?” Andrew asked.

“I’m afraid we are short on alternatives,” David said. “John, I need you to go to Black Forest.”

John stared at the phone for a moment before answering. “David, there’s got to be another way.”

“I sympathize, John,” David said, “but look at the situation. We have a potential type-four entity involved. There’s never been a recorded incident of such an entity until now, and we don’t know where the Antikythera gear is located or what this type four plans to do with it.”

John screwed up his face and locked his gaze with Shelly’s. The last thing in the world he wanted was to go back to that place. But David was right. They had no choice. 

“I’ll go too,” she said.

John started to protest but stopped when Shelly gave him a half smile. No way did he want her going into Black Forest with him—not with what was there. But from her set jaw, he knew better than to argue with her. He took a deep breath, let it out raggedly, then nodded.

“What about me, boss?” Andrew asked.

“I want you to talk to that blogger again,” David said. “He knew about the apartment and about the fire at NARA. And I’m going with you.”

Andrew blinked. “When was the last time you were out in the field, David?”

“I’ve been doing this since before you were born. And I want to meet the man who’s trying to show the world the supernatural. I’ll send a car to pick you up, and I’ll meet you outside the blogger’s office.”

Sarah leaned in to Andrew’s phone again. “What about me?”

“You, young lady,” Conroy said, “are coming back to the office, where we can have a chat about your future.”

Sarah groaned as the line cut off. John would have smiled, but all he could think about was what he was about to seek out in Black Forest. And Shelly would be there with him.

 

~~~

 

The front doors slid open as Gerald approached. The hospital waiting area looked generic, like any other hospital. “This is it?”

“Of course, boy. You think I wouldn’t know?”

Gerald pressed his teeth together so hard he could hear them grind.

A middle-aged man with a beer gut stood, wearing a security-guard uniform. “Sir, can I help you?”

“He’s not a true source of authority. Just a hired guard. I’ll handle this.”

Gerald’s mind was yanked back into a corner of his body. He protested, but Pan ignored Gerald as he walked across the lobby toward the security guard, whose name tag simply said Earl.

“I’m looking for someone.” Pan’s voice echoed off the walls. “A young girl who came here.”

For a moment, Earl stared at Gerald. “Sir, I can’t divulge the identities of patients.” He reached under the desk for the alarm. “I’m going to have to ask you—”

“Don’t you dare, boy.” Pan pointed at the man. “You have once chance to survive this. Make it count.”

Earl opened his mouth to respond and then closed it again as he looked around the waiting area. The couch nearby, along with the chairs, had risen into the air, floating as if suspended by invisible strings.

“He knows where she is. And now so do I.” Pan had plucked the room number from Earl’s mind and then sent his vision through the hospital to the same room. She was there, hiding under the bed, a blanket wrapped around her, as if she knew what was going on. Gerald’s stomach knotted. Christ, she’s just a kid.

“She does know. That’s why I want her. She’s just what we need.”

Gerald tried to ask what Pan meant, but his mouth wouldn’t work. Pan ignored him as he stepped toward the security guard.

Earl froze, but only for a second. He reached for the alarm as fast as he could but never got the chance to push it. With a flick of Pan’s wrist, a chair sailed across the room and hit Earl square in the chest, crushing it. He was dead a few seconds later.

Pan gestured at the doors, and they opened. “Time to fetch our prize.”

Gerald cowered in his own mind as Pan strode down the hospital corridor.

 

~~~

 

Sarah kept glancing at Andrew, but he said nothing as the driver took them both to the bankruptcy court building. When the car pulled up, Andrew stepped out without looking at her. She followed silently. The driver—Sarah didn’t know who he was—nodded at Andrew as he exited the car and went around the side of the building toward the garage.

“Andrew?”

“Yeah?” He already had his hand on the driver’s side door. “Something wrong?”

Sarah had an awful feeling in the pit of her stomach, though not like the night before, thank God. It was just plain old-fashioned jitters. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“Well…” Sarah chewed the inside of her lip. Ask him out. The thought jumped into her head before she knew it, and it made her jump. Andrew raised an eyebrow, and she laughed nervously. Christ. This isn’t going well.

“I’m sorry about me acting squirrely back at the apartment.” Sarah’s inner voice whispered in the back of her head, Chicken. “I’ve been on edge, and… well, I’m sorry for getting everyone in trouble.”

He just stared at her for a moment, rubbing his eyebrow. “You mean the box?” He snorted and shook his head. “I don’t know… It was kind of funny, though.”

Sarah grinned. “Yeah, but…” Kiss him. She pushed the thought aside. “I guess Ambrose is right. I got authority issues.”

“I know the feeling.” He gestured toward the car. “Look, we’ll talk later, okay?”

“Okay.” She said it without thinking. But it wasn’t okay. She wanted to talk for another minute or two. Or ten. Or maybe all day. But he was already getting into the car.

“I’ll see you later.” He slammed the door and peeled away before she could say another word. For a moment, she stood watching him drive off before heading inside. 

Sarah stared at the entrance to the bankruptcy court. Time to pay the piper. Uncle Conroy had a way of making her feel as though she were going to visit the principal.

She shook her head as she entered the building, wishing she had said more to Andrew. But what can I say? Hey, uh, I’m an idiot on the rebound, and could we just, you know, lose our clothes and go at it for an hour or two? Then I’ll leave town and never come back. Much obliged.

She started to laugh, stopping herself as the receptionist looked at her. Sex wasn’t going to fix the raw emotions bouncing through her head. It would just make them worse. That would have been like trying to cure cancer by scratching it.

At least, that was what had happened the last time.

The last time. Old emotions resurfaced. She managed to compose herself as she headed up the staircase to the second floor. She drew a breath and hurried down the corridor, not seeing a soul until she went into the office and closed the door behind her.

Conroy was sitting on the couch in the office, his arms crossed. “About time.”

“Hey, I wasn’t driving, all right?” Sarah sat in the overstuffed chair next to the couch. “Are we doing another sleepover tonight?”

Conroy snickered. “If necessary. Looking forward to it?”

“Can’t wait.” She let her breath out. “I’d rather sleep in my own bed.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“Can you blame me? You want to talk about Ambrose, don’t you?”

“Not just that.” Conroy nodded. “But, yeah, he thinks you’re a loose cannon. The stunt with the gear didn’t help matters.”

“Well, he has a right to be angry, I guess.” She worked her mouth a little. “I’ve always wondered—is Ambrose his first or last name?”

Conroy stopped and thought for a moment. “You know, I have no idea. But you’re changing the subject again.”

“Yeah.” She clasped her hands together. “Look, if Ambrose complained about me stealing the device—”

“He did. That and he thought you were unprofessional at the apartment today. But I don’t care about that right now.” He unfolded his arms and crossed his legs, smiling. Sarah knew that smile. He only used it when he knew he was about to win the coming argument. “Shelly talk to you?”

“About the shrink?” Sarah nodded. “Yeah.”

“Don’t be late,” he said, “or I’ll have your little ass.”

“In your dreams.”

“Sarah, I’m serious.”

She nodded. “All right.” Asuka wrapped her tail around Sarah’s leg, meowing softly. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

“Just one other thing.” He pointed a finger at her. “You need to deal with Andrew.”

“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’d rather you fired me. Or let me quit.”

Conroy’s eyes widened. “And then what would you do?”

“There’s got to be another team that needs me.”

“And you think that’ll change things?” Conroy let out a snort. “You’re going to get just as close to those people as you are to these people.”

Sarah stared at the glass window making up the top half of the door leading into David’s office. “Well, one thing would be different.”

“Andrew.” Conroy let the name hang in the air for a moment before continuing. “There’ll just be someone else.”

“What, I’m just a sucker for a pretty face? Is that what you’re saying?” Sarah tried to laugh, but it died when Conroy didn’t join her.

“I’m saying it’s normal in this business.” He took a deep breath, looking at the floor for a moment. “Look at John and Shelly. And how do you think I met Carol?”

Sarah’s mouth fell open. “She did this kind of work?”

“She worked for the archival recovery teams. At least at first.”

“You mean she worked for the government?” Sarah asked. “For Ambrose?”

“No, he took over later. She had a bad experience and quit. Not uncommon.”

“Is that what happened to you?” Sarah leaned back into the chair. “And David?”

Conroy drummed his fingers on one knee. “David used to be with the government, then he came here. I got into this out of the Corps. Kind of like you did.”

Sarah scooted forward the edge of the chair. “What did you see?”

Conroy sighed, staring at Sarah. She gave him time. The more he thought about his first experience, the less she had to talk about Andrew.

At last, he spoke. “I was in Germany, finishing up my tour. We had to…” He knitted his fingers. “We had to go into the bunker.”

“The bunker?” Sarah caught her breath. “The one in Berlin?”

“Yep.”

“Hitler’s bunker?” Her jaw fell open. “No way.” Her eyes darted back and forth. “Wait, I thought that thing collapsed.”

“Construction efforts in the eighties and nineties collapsed parts of the bunker. Germans had deliberately filled some sections and sealed off others. Some areas had flooded.” Conroy smirked. “Well, that’s the official story, anyway. The Soviets cooked that up for their own citizens.” He smiled as he stroked Asuka’s fur when she brushed up against him. “The retrieval teams had a hell of a time after the coup.”

“Why is that?”

“After communism collapsed, a ton of documents from the KGB flooded the open market, including a bunch of classified material. The SRTs were pretty sure they captured most of it. They had to bribe a ton of politicians, though. It was one of this biggest expenditures out of that part of the world.”

“I’m betting they didn’t get everything.” Sarah pointed at him. “Is that why you were there?”

“More or less. The KGB morphed into the FSB, which was the only thing about them that changed. They collected secrets like souvenirs.” He frowned. “I don’t think they were deliberately hiding things from us. They just had a bad habit of keeping their lips sealed when they shouldn’t.”

His neck corded as he stared blankly at the wall. 

She almost didn’t ask, but curiosity overcame her. “What’d you find?”

He kept staring at the wall as if he hadn’t heard her. Sarah let out a heavy sigh. The look on his face said it all. Maybe talking about Andrew was better than asking someone to remember their first supernatural encounter. She was about to change the subject, when he spoke. 

“The SEK sealed us in. They didn’t want to leave the door open, even with us inside.”

“SEK?”

“Spezialeinsatzkommando. Berlin SWAT.” He looked at Sarah. “David was there.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “David was military?”

“CIA.”

“Really?” Sarah gave a small laugh. “He doesn’t strike me as upper echelon.”

“He was an analyst. He’d been doing this work for years before I met him.”

Conroy took a breath and continued. “I remember the bunker door closing. It squeaked so loud my ears rang for a couple of minutes after. And it was pitch black. The blackest black you’ve ever seen. This was about a year and a half after the Berlin Wall fell. I’d known David for a few years by that point. I knew his job involved clandestine operations, but I always assumed it was Cold War related.” He raised his eyebrows. “Hell, did I ever learn the truth.”

He leaned back again, resting his hands on his thighs as Asuka jumped up on the couch and snuggled in next to him. “We checked the place, room by room. When the Allies came through after invading Berlin, they’d raided the place for souvenirs. Only broken furniture and dust were left behind. At the time, I didn’t know what we were looking for.”

“Did David know?”

Conroy gave a small shrug. “Sort of. He knew about the Nazis’ obsession with the occult. But he had no clue what was really down there. No one did.”

“So what…?” Sarah ran her finger along her chin. “Wait, was it that… that thing in the film you showed me? You said it came from the bunker.”

Conroy stared at her. “We found an office of some kind with a safe. David seemed to know exactly where we were going, just as he knew the safe’s combination.” Conroy laughed quietly. “I kept pushing David to tell us more. He wanted to say, but he was under orders. Instead, he just told us to be ready for anything.”

He pursed his lips as he recalled the events. “It started as a groan. Billy—he was our squad leader—said it was just escaping gas. Then it got worse.” Conroy knitted his fingers again, squeezing his hands together until his knuckles turned white. 

Crap. What have I done? She stood and went to him, sitting down next to him on the couch. She reached for his hands, but he moved them away. She didn’t try again.

“The first thing that occurred to me was a wolf had gotten down there somehow,” Conroy said. “Then she was just there, standing in the flashlight beams.”

“Who?” She caught her breath. “That witch? The one in the movie?”

“Yeah. I never even heard of her until David explained it to me after.” He leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “She muttered something in Russian. And then again in German.”

“Conroy, I’m sorry. We don’t have to…”

“No, it’s okay.” He wiped sweat from his brow. 

Sarah let her breath out, realizing Conroy couldn’t stop telling the story. She had been the same after Afghanistan while lying in Lucas’s arms—while his wife was in Afghanistan. Sarah couldn’t stop talking. She had to get the story out of herself before it ate her alive. And Conroy was doing the same thing.

“We emptied dozens of rounds into her.” He unclenched his hands and grasped his knees. “Nothing. It was like shooting air. And then… then she fed.”

Sarah felt sick. “Fed?”

“She started with Billy.” He shook his head slowly, probably without realizing he was doing it. “There was no way her mouth could open so wide. But it did. She reached for him and…” He held up his hands as though reaching for something in front of him. “She squeezed him so hard his collarbone popped out.”

“Oh Christ. Conroy…”

“He didn’t have time to scream.” He closed his eyes. “She swallowed him whole. I remember… I remember seeing his shape squirm as he went down her gullet. Her neck stretched out so far. It would’ve killed a normal person. And then he was gone, but she was still slim, as if she’d digested him like that.”

She rested her hand on his shoulder, and he didn’t pull away that time. He might not have even realized what she was doing. 

“Someone screamed something, but it was cut off when one of her hands reached around his head and crushed him like a grape. Someone yelled at me. I don’t recall the words, but I knew I was supposed to protect David while they held off that… thing.”

“Baba Yaga,” Sarah said.

He nodded. “Probably.”

“And that footage I saw…”

“We found the camera on the ground in hallway. David had grabbed it along with the documents from the safe, plus some other footage. That was before she showed up, of course.”

She blinked. “I’d like to see that footage.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” He went on. “My hands shook so bad I can’t believe I managed to reload. I couldn’t hear what David said. I could only feel him pull me along. The muzzle flashes from everyone’s weapons lit up the darkness, but one by one, they went away.”

He started shaking his head again. “I was so damn scared, but I wanted to go back. I didn’t want to leave them there. But I couldn’t just leave David alone. So I stood there while David pounded on the door, screaming in German at the SEK on the other side, listening to my unit get picked off one by one. When they finally opened the door, the gunfire had stopped. All you could hear was the crunching of bones.”

Sarah closed her eyes, her own painful memories flooding back to her. Watching Conroy still hurting after all those years, she wondered if she would ever get past her own pain.

“That sound she made. Christ almighty, you can’t imagine.” He turned and looked at her. “Maybe you can. I don’t know what that djinn sounded like.”

“Nothing human,” Sarah said. “Not like anything natural.” She smiled weakly. “At least not anything I’ve ever heard on the Discovery Channel.”

Conroy snickered. “Yeah, not much in this business is natural.”

Sarah smiled at that. “Why was she still there? Why did she stay?”

“That’s a good question.” David was standing at the office door, though Sarah had no idea for how long. 

Her blood went cold, and she took a moment to calm herself. During her time in the army, no one could have sneaked up on her. The whole business with spooks was making her soft.

“Sorry.” David went to the chair where Sarah had sat earlier. “Our blogger went to his day job, apparently. I have Andrew keeping an eye on him for now. We’ll meet with him during his lunch hour.”

Sarah wrinkled her brow. “After everything we saw last night, you think he’s safe alone?”

“There might be a great number of monsters in Denver right now, but even they won’t operate in the daytime in the middle of the city. Even the deadliest of monsters loathe operating with lots of witnesses.” David tilted his head. “And Ambrose has a team watching the blogger as well.”

“Why aren’t they picking him up, then?” Sarah asked. “I thought Ambrose wanted him badly.”

“His team is waiting for Mr. Caprinsky to leave the office,” Conroy said.

“Making a scene would cause people to ask questions.” David hitched up his slacks before sitting. “And to answer your other question, we don’t know why the entity was still in the bunker. We theorize the Nazis moved her anchor there, probably with help from an Antikythera-like mechanism.”

“So she’s there to this day.” Sarah thought it over, not surprised that creatures like that had life spans far longer than hers. “She’s probably pissed.”

David smirked. “That’s putting it mildly.”

“She said something to you, though,” Sarah said. “In Russian. Did you ever find out what it meant?”

“Nakonets. Yeda.” David looked at Sarah. “At last. Food.”

Conroy shook for a moment and then steadied himself. Sarah held her hands to her lips. “I’m sorry, Uncle. I shouldn’t have asked.”

He shrugged. “You have a right to know.”

“How do you…” She glanced at David then back at Conroy. “How do you deal with that?”

“It’s not easy,” Conroy said. “Carol helped a lot.”

“You met her after?”

“Right after. She debriefed me at the Pentagon.”

Sarah grinned. “You debriefed each other.”

“Silly girl. That came later.” His smile faded. “But it helped—more than I thought it would. That’s the weird thing about this job. Having someone in your life helps. That’s why you need to deal with Andrew.”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously. “No thanks. Been there, done that. Not again.”

“You mean Fort Carson?” Conroy nodded as Sarah grimaced. “Yeah, I know about it. And we just learned Dr. Lucas Smith doesn’t work there anymore.”

A thrill went through her. A part of her wanted details. I hope they yanked his license. But none of it mattered, not anymore. “That’s why you want me to see another shrink, isn’t it?” She shook her head. “It’s in the past. It shouldn’t have happened.”

“But it did.” David gestured at Conroy. “It happened for him with Carol. And me too, long ago. It’s natural.”

“What, the birds and the bees?”

David smiled, almost like a father smiling at his daughter. “Well, that too. Truthfully, we don’t understand why. Normally, when people who go through a traumatic event try to form a relationship, it fails. The sense of intimacy in those cases is false. But in circumstances involving the Other, it turns out the opposite is true.”

Sarah rubbed her forehead. “I’m not following.”

David took in a breath, not taking his eyes off of her. “At the werewolf house, and at the apartment, you released some sort of energy.”

“Yeah.” She held up her hands as she raised her voice. “Look, I don’t know what that was. I’m as freaked out as anyone.”

“I understand.” David’s voice remained calm. “But when it happened, each time it happened, what were you thinking?”

Sarah rested her hands in her lap and looked at the floor for a moment. “At the complex, I had felt kinda ill all night. Almost like the flu. Then it just came up.”

“But what was happening?” David asked. “At that moment, what were you thinking?”

“I was thinking there’s no way we were getting out of there. We were all going to die.” She touched her stomach. “And then it came up like vomit.”

Conroy nodded at her. “What about at the werewolf’s house? Was it the same there?”

“Yeah,” she said, but Conroy kept looking at her. She relented. “I was thinking… Oh hell. I was thinking I was going to die when I’d just met him.”

“Andrew?” David half smiled. “And what about Afghanistan? It happened there too.”

Anger welled up in her for a second, but she let it die down. “Yeah.” She swallowed. “I could hear them dying.”

“Your fireteam.” Conroy made it a statement, not a question.

“I wanted to do something, but I couldn’t move. I think I was screaming, and that’s when it came out of me.” Her hands shook, and she felt as if she were back in the sandbox. She could almost hear their voices as they died. “It’s my fault.”

“What?” Conroy leaned closer. “Sarah, how could it be your fault?”

“I’m a thing.” She rubbed her forehead. “I have this weird power, and it probably attracted that monster in the desert.”

“No.” David spoke with sincerity. “That’s not how it works.”

“But they’re dead, and I’m not.” The tears came. She couldn’t stop shaking as she cried. “Oh God, I should’ve died with them. It let me live because I wasn’t normal. And now they’re dead, and I’m not, and it’s my fault.”

Conroy took hold of her. “Don’t say that, Sarah. My God, if you could’ve done something, you would’ve done it. You can be difficult, but you’d die for your friends. I know you would.”

“If I’d acted sooner…”

“How?” David moved closer to her. “You didn’t know about your own power then.”

She sniffed and wiped her eyes. “I don’t understand it now.”

David held up a hand. “For some reason, creatures from the Other can’t stand what we call positive emotions—affection, for one. When those you care about are in danger, it must trigger this ability of yours.”

“Like in Afghanistan,” Conroy said.

Sarah managed to stop crying, but her hands still shook.

“The feelings you have,” David said, “for your fireteam, for your friends, and for Andrew… this is what will help keep you alive.”

“So what’s happening to you is a good thing,” Conroy said. “It’ll help you survive this business longer.”

“You see spooky stuff, and suddenly Cupid’s firing arrows up your keister?”

Conroy grinned. “Maybe it’s a little more poetic than that.”

“So why tell me all this?”

“Because it’ll help, silly girl.” Conroy grasped her hand. “Sarah, it helped me. Even though… even though your Aunt Carol is gone now, the thought of her helps me get by. The only thing worse than losing her is the idea of never having had her in the first place.”

Sarah tried to imagine what she would feel if Andrew died—and then rejected the idea immediately. She couldn’t even imagine it. A world without him wasn’t a world she wanted to be in.

Oh hell. She had it bad, and she didn’t know what to do about it. But she didn’t want to focus on it just yet. “Whatever I do about it, it’s going to have to wait. We have work to do.” She stood, wiping her eyes and clearing her throat, then took a look around. “Where is everyone else, anyway? Are they working, or are they keeping clear so we can have a heart-to-heart?”

Conroy shook his head as he pinched his lips together. “Of course they’re working, Sarah.”

“So, we got Andrew keeping an eye on the blogger creep.” She tried to keep herself from hesitating at Andrew’s name but was unsuccessful. Damn it. “What about Shelly and John?”

“They’re not here,” David said. “The situation they’re heading for is, well, delicate.”

“Delicate how?” Sarah faced David. “Wait, you said something about Black Forest. What’s there?”

“Nothing terrible, really.” David shrugged. “It’s good but confused.”

“It? You mean a monster?” Sarah stared at David for a moment as she recalled the phone call at the apartment. John had wanted nothing to do with whatever was in that forest. “Why would you let them go there by themselves?”

“What’s out there won’t deliberately hurt them,” Conroy said. “And it may have a thing for John, which means it’ll be cooperative.”

“Uncle, that doesn’t make me feel better.”

David’s phone rang. He smiled an apology as he answered it. “Yes?” He nodded. “I’m aware of that. I have a man watching him.” He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

Sarah held up her hands and mouthed What?

“I’ll get back to you.” He disconnected. “That was Ambrose.”

“I take it he’s not thrilled we’re watching the blogger,” Conroy said.

“He thinks it’s a waste of time.” David dialed another number. “Unfortunately, he can’t reach his team, and he wants to know if we can put eyes on them.” He put the phone on speaker. “Hopefully, Andrew can spot them.”

“Feds aren’t exactly inconspicuous,” Sarah said. “They just think they are.”

The joke fell on deaf ears. The electronic ring reverberated through the tiny office several times before turning over to Andrew’s voice mail.

Sarah stared at David’s phone, her eyes wide. “Where is he?”

 

~~~

 

Shelly resisted the urge to drum her fingers as John pulled the car over to the side of the road. She took a look out the car window. Nothing was visible so far, but it could be right outside the car window without her knowing… not unless the creature wanted her to.

Wordlessly, John opened the car door while Shelly unbuckled and followed him. He stood next to the driver’s-side door, staring off into the trees. She walked around the front of the car and stood next to him, rubbing her arms. The Colorado Black Forest had a reputation for being haunted, but only one supernatural creature in that forest lived there. It wasn’t evil, but it could be dangerous.

“You should stay in the car.” John didn’t look at her as he spoke.

“I’m going with you.”

He looked at her. “Please.”

Shelly looked back at the car and then at the trees around them. Seeing the creature once was bad enough, particularly for people who weren’t expecting it.

She swallowed. No way was she going to let John go into that forest alone. “We should get moving.”

He sighed and stared out into the trees. “A lot of homes burned last year.”

“Only two people died.” Shelly nodded at the trees in front of them. “That was because of her.”

“Maybe,” John said. “She certainly had something to do with putting some survivors in Morrison.”

“She saved their lives.” Shelly looked up at the sun. They still had plenty of daylight.

John nodded, frowning. “They said it carried them away and left them way north. They had broken legs.”

“True.” Shelly opened the driver side door and popped the trunk. “She wants to help, but she’s careless.”

“She terrified them.”

“They would’ve burned up if it weren’t for her.”

“Yeah.” John went to the trunk and pulled out their packs. “I just hope she doesn’t try to save us while we’re out there.”

 

~~~

 

From a distance, Gerald watched as Carl sat in his office cubicle. Quickly, he closed the flap on his iPad and kicked off the screen saver on his desktop as a CEO-looking guy walked by with two other suits. Gerald would’ve snickered at that, but he had bigger problems.

“They’ll see us.” Gerald didn’t bother keeping his voice low to keep others from hearing him. That’s exactly what he hoped would happen.

“I won’t allow them to.”

And he didn’t. The CEO-looking guy walked right past Gerald without a second glance. He swiped his ID badge across a security scanner and pulled the door open. A howl of air conditioners swept through the office for a few seconds until the CEO and the suits disappeared inside and closed the door shut.

Carl looked around quickly then opened up his iPad again and typed madly on the virtual keyboard. No one in the office paid attention to him.

Pan pushed himself forward violently. Gerald grunted—or would have if he’d had control over his lungs. He was still recovering while Pan strode toward Carl. “Christ, this place is dreary.”

Carl spun around in his chair. Pan crossed one of Gerald’s ankles over the other as he leaned against the cube wall. 

“How’d you get in here?” Carl peeked over the cube walls. “This is a secure building.”

“Please.” In two steps, Pan was in the empty cube next to Carl’s. He grabbed a chair and wheeled it over. “There’s nothing on this Earth that can keep me out.”

“What’s wrong with your voice?” Carl took another peek over the cube wall. “On the phone, it sounded odd. I thought it was the connection, but it sounds the same now.”

“Forget it.” Pan plopped himself down in the stolen chair. “What are you doing here, anyway? You do know the feds are looking for you?”

“Are they? I mean, I blogged about it, but I was just kidding. They’re not really…” Carl glanced out the window even though he was on the fourteenth floor. “Why are they looking for me?”

“Well, you’re blogging about events that are beyond James Bond’s clearance level.” Pan cracked Gerald’s knuckles. “Relax, I’m handling it.”

“Really?” Carl resisted the urge to hide under his desk. “You can do that?”

“Already have. The government guy who’s supposed to pick you up is, well, doing other things.” Pan cackled, which made Gerald shudder. He remembered precisely what had happened to the government men in the van below. “So if you didn’t know about the feds, then why are you so nervous?”

“Well, uh… Just, you know…” Carl tried to laugh, but it came out a stutter. “Just a bad day.”

Pan leaned back in the chair. “Ah, I see. You saw me when I was out for a run, didn’t you?”

Carl scanned the office as if looking for an exit, but he couldn’t get past Pan. “How’d you do that anyway?”

“How about I show you?” Pan clasped Gerald’s hands behind his head. “Besides, it’s time.”

“Time?” Carl looked around the office. “You mean… showtime? Now? But I’m at work.”

Pan laughed, loud enough for a handful of heads to turn in their direction. “Christ, boy. You’re about to get the story of a lifetime, and you’re worried about playing hooky.”

“Hey, this is my job. I’ve got responsibilities, you know.”

“Well, excuse me.” Pan waved his hand across the office. “I didn’t know you cared about this ridiculous place.”

Carl shrugged. “We all got to earn a living, right?”

“I’ve got a better idea.” Pan stood suddenly, making Carl lean away, but Pan was too fast. He grasped Carl’s shoulder and pulled him to his feet.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” Pan pulled Carl across the office, his arm around his shoulders as though they were best friends. “It’s hard losing a sister.”

“I don’t have a sister.”

“Not anymore.” Pan cleared his throat as he faced the cube farm before them. He squeezed Carl’s shoulders hard enough that something popped. “Everyone,” Pan called out across the office, causing heads to appear like prairie dogs over cube walls. “Your coworker has had a death in the family.” Pan looked at Carl. “Poor Tilly. She was too young.”

Carl shook his head. “Tilly?”

“Yes.” Gerald held his chin high. “It’s a terrible thing. I’m afraid he will need to take a leave of absence.”

“But—” Carl’s breath left him in a grunt. Pan had lowered Gerald’s arm and squeezed around Carl’s ribs. Gerald doubted that Carl could breathe, which was probably the point.

“As you can see, Carl is far too shaken to speak.” Pan waved a hand at the people that had stood in their cubes to listen. “If you could handle the paperwork, please? We would greatly appreciate it.”

Pan’s grip loosened slightly, and Carl drew in a ragged breath as Pan guided him away before anyone could say anything more. Behind them, people murmured as Pan half dragged Carl toward the door. 

Pan loved his mayhem, and Gerald thought it would be grand—at least, he had at one time. Presently, he was wishing it would all be over soon.

Pan pushed his way through the security door and outside the main office. He didn’t speak until the door shut itself and locked. “Easy peasy.” Then Pan released Carl, who proceeded to gasp for air. “It’s amazing how gullible people are. Tell them a believable story, and they’ll buy it. The more audacious the better.” He slapped Carl across the back, almost knocking him over. “Pretty good, huh?”

Carl took a deep breath. “Jesus Christ.”

“Not quite.” Pan waved Gerald’s finger at him. “It’s a good analogy, though.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’ll explain later.” Pan wrapped an arm around Carl’s shoulders once more and guided him down the hall. 

Carl resisted, for all the good it did. “Where are we going?”

“Destiny.” Pan waved a hand through the air in a grandiose gesture as they approached the elevators. “Lyons, actually.”

“What’s there?” Carl thought for a moment. “Wait, that’s where the government was, right? That house.”

“Indeed.” Pan pressed the button on the wall as he released Carl. “But first, we’re going to your place.”

“My place?”

Pan groaned. “It’s one thing to answer questions, boy. But to be asked to repeat every sentence I speak…” He rapped Carl in the temple, hard enough to knock him back a couple of steps. “Yes, your place. We need your gear.”

“My—” Carl stopped himself. “You mean my paranormal gear.”

“That too. But also your cameras. Your phone is set up as a hotspot, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“I don’t think the house has Internet.” The elevator arrived, and Pan boarded, dragging Carl behind him. “And trust me. You definitely want the world to see this.”

Carl started to speak then stopped himself.

Pan still sensed what Carl wanted to say. “The future, boy.” He laughed as the doors closed. “Everything is about to change. But one thing before we leave.”

“What’s that?”

“We need to bring someone else into the fold,” Pan said. “But I don’t think he’s going to like it.”

Pan continued to smile all the way down to the lobby. Out of the corner of his eye, Gerald could just make out Carl. He was as disturbed as Gerald.

 

~~~

 

Shelly took a swallow of water. Pinecones and needles crunched under her feet. She couldn’t see any evidence of the fire from the previous year. It must have happened in a completely different part of the forest.

She offered the bottle to John, but he shook his head. She held out the bottle until he finally took it. 

“Any idea how much longer?” she asked.

John took a drink. “Can’t say.” He capped the bottle and handed it back to her. “Probably soon.”

Shelly gripped the bottle, scanning the surrounding area. An aspen tree surrounded by ponderosas served as the anchor for the entity, and a very tall lodgepole pine was within sight of the aspen. The problem was the few witnesses that had seen the grove had seen it in different places. And visiting those locations, even with witnesses in tow, yielded no sign of the grove. Somehow, the grove moved from place to place. How an anchor to the Other could be moved in such a manner was unknown. Some said that all of Black Forest was the anchor and the grove was a part of the entity itself. No one knew for sure. John had seen the entity more than anyone else, and even he couldn’t be sure where it would manifest.

Assuming the creature was a she. According to reports, the entity seemed to take on a female persona. Type threes didn’t really have gender. Human perception determined their forms. Sometimes, though, they thought of themselves as men or women.

And sometimes they fell in love.

The water bottle crackled as Shelly squeezed it. The Black Forest entity loved John, the fact of which didn’t make her jealous—it scared her. If David was right about the nature of the entity, and it loved everything, it could love a person to death if it wasn’t careful. And it was rarely careful.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

She relaxed her grip on the water bottle. “Fine.” She cleared her throat. “Just thinking about Sarah.”

“Yeah, me too.” He stopped and surveyed the immediate area. “What did Ambrose mean about her therapist?”

“I don’t know.” 

Shelly couldn’t see the mountains with all the trees, so she couldn’t figure out where they were. John had the GPS, which was more reliable than the maps on their smartphones. Of course, the GPS was only necessary to find their way back. She was sure the entity would find them. 

“Something had to have gone wrong,” she said.

“Did you know him?”

“Only by reputation,” Shelly said. “He has a spouse in the army. That’s about all I know. David was looking deeper into it, but I haven’t heard from him.”

“I wonder why he cleared her.” John shook his head. “Could Sarah have tricked him?”

“I doubt it.” She sighed. “Which makes me wonder why he gave her the okay. She isn’t quite well just yet.”

“What do you—” John stopped. His gaze went off into the distance. “We’re here.”

In the distance, a tree loomed, a lodgepole pine larger than any she’d ever seen. She hadn’t thought they could get that big, but there it was, standing high in the distance. A circle of ponderosas stood not ten feet away, a single aspen growing in the center. She didn’t understand how she had missed it… unless it hadn’t been there before.

John didn’t hesitate. He brushed aside a branch as he stepped inside the circle of ponderosas, as if it were just any other grove of trees. Shelly stopped short of entering the circle. The aspen leaves had turned yellow, but none had fallen to the ground. In fact, nothing covered the forest floor within the circle, as if someone had carefully picked up every pine needle by hand while not leaving any footprints. Only bare dirt, with occasional stones, surrounded the single aspen.

Shelly stood at the edge of the circle. She didn’t feel any different but figured that would change if she stepped inside. It would certainly change when the entity showed itself. “Where is she?”

“She’ll be here.” John reached out his hand.

Shelly hesitated then took it as she stepped inside the circle. She still didn’t feel any different. “Does she even know we’re here?”

“If she didn’t, we wouldn’t have found the grove.” John looked up at the sun. “She doesn’t experience time like we do, but she’ll definitely appear before sunset.”

The sky darkened all at once, but no clouds covered the sun. The sun had simply dimmed.

John raised his eyebrows, still staring upward. “Or sooner.”

Shelly wrapped an arm around John’s waist. “Has she ever shown up that quickly before?”

He shook his head. “Not to my knowledge.”

Outside the ring of ponderosas, a gentle whirlwind kicked up, collecting pine needles and cones. It swirled softly, collecting more and more forest debris as it approached. The branches of the surrounding trees didn’t react to the whirlwind, as if it were merely a figment of her imagination.

“John?”

He held her tightly. “It’ll be all right.”

The whirlwind stopped at the edge of the grove, spinning slowly, like a film projector losing power. Shelly could’ve sworn the creature was peering at them… even peering through them. Thoughts swirled through Shelly, thoughts that weren’t hers, asking a question she couldn’t quite define. John, his arm still around her, took a step in front of her, twisting her around so he was between her and the whirlwind.

Shelly flinched. Something went through her head like a jolt of electricity. In that split second, she felt a part of herself drain away. Her head swirled, as if the whirlwind had infiltrated her mind. John caught her just as her legs gave way.

“Shelly?” John lowered her to the ground. “Honey, what is it?”

She held her hand to her head. The dizziness disappeared. “I’m fine.”

John’s face went from grim to angry. He looked up at the whirlwind towering over them, his voice like ice. “That’s enough.”

The whirlwind froze. The debris it had collected hung in the air for a second before the vortex vanished. Pine needles and pinecones rained down on them, and then the forest was still. Even the birds were silent.

Shelly stood, but only with John’s help. Leaning against him, she looked around. Nothing. “Is she gone?”

“Where would I go?”

The voice—or what passed for a voice—made Shelly shudder. She didn’t exactly hear the voice, and she couldn’t see the entity, but it was there. The half angel, if that was what it truly was, wanted Shelly to know its thoughts… and Shelly definitely knew.

“It’s been a long time.” John looked at Shelly when he spoke, but she was sure he had directed the statement toward the creature with them.

“Too long.”

Shelly took a deep breath, the last traces of the creature’s voice filtering through her mind. She could’ve sworn that the voice was coming from the aspen in the center of the grove.

“Sorry.” John faced the aspen when he spoke. “It’s just—”

“Yes, I know.” 

Awe—or maybe it was love—overwhelmed Shelly. No, she realized, not love. Desire… and possession. Possession of John and of Shelly as well.

“You could stay.” The leaves of the aspen quivered. “I would love you both forever.”

And it would. Shelly sensed that. The desire emanating from the thing made her chest pound. The creature, if it really was the offspring of a woman and an angel, could love them as its father could. It could also hate like a human.

“That wouldn’t be a good idea,” John said.

“Why?” The question made Shelly’s head ache, like a scream with no sound. “For her? You would leave me for her?”

Shelly cried out, clutching her chest. She took a breath, but it did no good. All the air in the world couldn’t help her. Her chest ached as if it would explode. She tried to cry out again, but her throat wouldn’t work.

John grabbed hold of her and shouted upward. “Stop it!”

“Her love could not be stronger than mine.” The voice made the pain worse. 

She collapsed into John’s arms, clutching her chest. What little light there was around her had begun to fade.

“You’d take her from me?” John held on to Shelly tightly. “I’d never recover from it.”

As soon as it had come, the pain disappeared. Shelly drew in a ragged breath and let it out again while blood pumped through her veins once more. As John helped her sit on the ground, all she could do was gasp while trying not to collapse completely. He brushed a strand of hair out of her face. She felt better, once her heart had started beating again, even if it was beating faster than before.

“No.” Her voice had become subtler or, at least, less overwhelming. “I am simply… I…”

“I know.” John tried to make his voice sound as soothing as possible, but Shelly could hear the rage just beneath the surface. “I remember.”

Shelly understood what the creature felt. Loneliness. It was a thing made to love but with no one to love.

The entity had destroyed the werewolves that attacked her family, but it couldn’t or wouldn’t save her family. They died in the house there in Black Forest while the creature carried her through the trees at a frightening pace and dropped her in the middle of nowhere.

When John found her alone, she could feel the entity was near. John could too. She remembered him looking into the woods as if he could see it. He thanked it, and when he did, the entity screeched or made a noise in her mind like a screech. Whatever compassion it’d had for Shelly disappeared, only to be replaced by jealousy. Finally understanding what the creature was, she realized she was lucky to have survived, herself.

“I remember as well.” The leaves outside the circle of ponderosas fluttered once again. “I hoped I could keep you from going where you are about to go. I see what you want.”

“You see much.” John continued to look upward. 

Maybe he was seeing her, though Shelly couldn’t. Maybe the creature of Black Forest didn’t want Shelly to see her. 

“Please, tell us where the device is,” he said.

The air around the grove turned to ice as it formed a humanoid shape. Light refracted along the edges of the icy form, revealing arms like glass extending outward from a transparent torso. From head to toe, the form was transparent but human shaped, except for its size. She had to be over fifteen feet tall. From her head, appendages billowed in a breeze Shelly couldn’t feel, like hair flowing underwater. And from her back…

“My God.” Shelly forgot her fear. “Are those…?”

“You know, child.”

She did. The shapes protruded from behind the creature, sprouting from between her shoulder blades. Even as transparent as the protrusions were, their frilled edges were easily visible as light distorted against them. They looked like scales. No. They were feathers lining wings.

The wings stretched outward, well beyond the perimeter of the perfect circle of ponderosas. The pine needles quivered as the translucent feathers brushed them, but the branches didn’t move even as the glassy wings pushed their way through, as if the branches refused to yield to the creature even though they couldn’t ignore it.

Some said that angels and those like them didn’t come from the Other but from somewhere else no one could guess… or were afraid to guess. Shelly thought back to the people in the Morrison Facility, those who had survived the Black Forest fire thanks to the creature before her. Even if they regained their sanity, they would never be the same. And then, of course, her own induced heart attack from just moments before was just another piece of evidence that the entity was no angel.

“You shouldn’t have the device.”

“A human invented it,” John said.

“With help.”

“Help?” Shelly looked at the shimmering outline that was the head of the creature as it turned to face her. “There’s no record of that.”

“You would not know otherwise.” A chill went through Shelly, as if the voice was sucking the heat out of her. The creature leaned over her, making the ponderosas closest to her shake. “Humans. Every generation thinks they know all there is. What you know is a fraction of what I know, and what I know is a fraction of what is.”

“Then share some of what you know.” John carefully stepped between Shelly and the creature. 

It turned its attention to John, backing away. 

“Where is the device?” he asked.

“There are two devices.” She straightened again, towering over the surrounding trees.

“Two?” As Shelly spoke, the creature quivered. “Where’s the other one?”

“Where are they both?” John continued to stare up at the half angel, his arms at his sides.

The air inside the creature spun, a thousand vortices inside a giant human shape. Her wings became luminous, and the trees around them lit up as well, as if every inch of every tree in sight were covered in white Christmas lights.

Shelly took John’s hand. He grasped her hand in return, never taking his eyes off the creature towering over them. The creature shifted her gaze to Shelly, a gaze consisting of two dark holes that slowly turned red. Shelly tried to meet the gaze, but it was too much. It absorbed her memories. Images flashed before Shelly as the monster skimmed through her mind. Again, she saw John rescue her in Black Forest, their first night together… their whole relationship flashed before her.

A tinge of anger filtered through her mind. The monster before her pondered ending her existence, but not out of jealousy. The human side of the creature was terrified Shelly would harm John. She was sure if the half angel thought she might break John’s heart, it would tear her to shreds right in front of him.

In a second, the rage Shelly felt from the creature faded, and in its place was relief. The entity trusted Shelly, trusted her to care for John. The images disappeared from Shelly’s mind as the creature withdrew, and as it did, Shelly sensed something else from it. The feeling was gone before Shelly could fully understand the emotion.

The lights hovering in and around the trees vanished. The creature’s form returned to hazy air, and the needles on the ponderosas ceased reacting to the creature’s presence. For a moment, Shelly thought the creature had gone until she felt its voice once more.

“One is to the east, held in secrecy by barons.”

“DC.” John shook his head. “Of course Ambrose wouldn’t tell us.”

“The other is close. Among hills near mountains. In an abandoned home.”

“I need to know precisely,” John said.

“You already do.” 

The air wavered around John. He caught his breath, tilting his head toward the sky. He looked as if he wanted to scream. His heels rose off the ground as his arms spread out, as if he would fly. The air spun, a thousand tiny cyclones, all focused on John.

“John!” Shelly reached for him, but whatever had happened to him was already over. 

The swirling air returned to normal as John’s heels settled back on the ground. He steadied himself before quickly shaking his head. 

Gently, he put his arm around her. “I’m all right.” He turned from Shelly to the form hovering above them. “Thank you.”

“I am sorry.” The trees shimmered. “A dead god wants power. Many will die…”

John rubbed his forehead before looking up at the creature. “How do we stop him?”

“Destroy the machine in his possession, and he cannot connect the past and present.”

“Past and present.” John shook his head. “I don’t—”

“The god of all is only remembered as a spirit. He wants to be all again.”

“The god of all? Pan?” As soon as Shelly asked, she felt the half angel leaving. 

The creature had nothing more to say even if they still had questions.

Shelly called out after the transparent form as it moved between the trees, away from them. “Wait. Where—”

“I know, Shelly.” He pulled her close, breathing heavily. “I know where they’re going. It figures. We’ve been there already.”

Shelly shook her head. In the distance, pine needles shivered on branches as the creature passed. It sent a final thought to both of them, though the message was for John.

“I will be here when you need me.”




 





 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

Andrew sat in his car, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. The sun had warmed up the interior nicely in spite of the chilly day. He kept the radio off and focused his attention on the building across the street. According to the parking meter, he had about twenty minutes before he had to drop more change into it. A government van was sitting across the street. Spotting G-men was easy—old-model Ford with government plates.

Andrew patted his pockets out of habit. He’d quit smoking years before, but when stress got to him, the cravings returned. Is it this whole Pan business? The monsters from last night? During the day, he was safe, certainly in public, and at night he’d probably stay in the office again. The idea of sleeping near Sarah…

Is that why I want a smoke so bad? The girl was a wreck. The problem was that, despite being militarily trained, she lacked self-control. Whether she admitted it or not, she needed help dealing with what she’d seen in Afghanistan. He made a habit of staying away from girls with problems like that, but he couldn’t help himself. If she’d just deal with her problems head on instead of running away from them…

He pushed the thought aside. The last thing he needed was to be distracted on a stakeout.

A white kid with dreadlocks and a skateboard passed the van. He knocked on the windows, laughing, and then continued up the street. Andrew waited for someone to jump out of the van. Government guys didn’t like having their chains yanked. But nothing happened. Even the guy in the front seat didn’t move. His hand still rested on the steering wheel.

That hand had been resting on the steering wheel for a good fifteen minutes.

Andrew stepped out of the car and sprinted across the street, dodging a cab that honked at him. At the van, he cupped one hand and pressed it against the window to see inside more clearly.

Jesus.

Three people were inside, none moving. One of them lay on the van’s floor, bent in half. Someone had twisted the driver’s head around so it faced the back of the vehicle. Even worse, a handcuffed girl lay against the back of the passenger seat, her eyes closed.

“Oh hell.” Andrew tugged on the driver’s door. Locked. So were all the other doors. He darted back to the car and reached for his phone. He swore to himself as he sat in the driver’s seat, dialing. How’d that happen? I would’ve seen—

The driver’s-side door flew open. 

Andrew spun his head around. “What the—”

A hand grabbed his shirt and dragged him outside. In the next instant, he was in the air. The pavement passed by for a second before he landed on the hood of a car across the street. The hood crunched as it sank in under his weight. He tried to speak, but he had no air in his lungs. The pain was so great he couldn’t turn his head to see who had thrown him.

Footsteps approached. Dimly, Andrew heard a man say something, but a second voice cut off the first. 

“Be quiet. You’re about to get what you wanted.”

The first voice spoke, panicked. “Jesus, Gerald, how’d you do that?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Gerald hovered over Andrew, staring directly at him. “How you feeling, champ?”

Andrew couldn’t catch his breath.

“You didn’t have to hurt him.” The second voice came from behind Gerald, out of sight.

“Oh, shut up. This one was spying on you too, Carlisle. Along with those in that van over there.”

Andrew knew that name. Carlisle? Carl Caliber?

“Why?”

“Because they want to know my plans,” Gerald said. “Because they want to stop me.”

“Oh Jesus, what’d you get me into?”

“The future, my boy. I told you.” Gerald laughed. “And he will help us get it.” Gerald looked at Andrew. “Nighty-night.”

Andrew grew sleepy. He struggled to get up, to run or fight back or something. Instead, his eyes drooped, and all he wanted was to sleep.

 

~~~

 

Sarah made long strides as she walked down Eighteenth, but Conroy managed to keep up with her. Leaving Andrew alone was bothering Sarah, but Conroy wasn’t stupid. He wouldn’t have allowed Andrew to be alone in a dangerous situation. Conroy had been doing recon longer than she’d been alive. Logically, she knew that was true, but her gut kept screaming at her to find Andrew.

She tapped her foot, waiting for the light to change and the walk signal to come on. In just one more block, they’d be there. Clenching her teeth but keeping her lips pressed together, she hoped Conroy wouldn’t notice. She was already crossing the street when the light finally changed.

“Take a right at the end of the street,” Conroy said. “Andrew’s in the Toyota.”

Sarah just nodded. Part of her told her to break into a run and get there as quickly as possible, but she held back. God, he better be okay.

About a hundred feet from the intersection, blue and red lights flashed across the pavement in unison. Sarah picked up the pace, sliding to a stop when she rounded the corner.

A police car sat double-parked next to a silver Toyota Camry in front of a 7-11. The driver’s door hung on one hinge as if another car had swiped it while it was open. On the sidewalk, a police officer was interviewing an overweight man. Someone else was inside the car, waving a blue light across the seat.

Conroy came to a stop next to her. “Damn it.”

Sarah broke into a run, heading for the closest police officer. Conroy called out to her to wait, but she ignored him. The overweight man’s eyes widened as she approached, and he stepped away. 

Jerking his head up, the officer focused on Sarah. “Ma’am, could you step back, please?”

“What happened?” Sarah ignored the fact the officer’s hand was on his weapon. She was reasonably certain she could take it from him. Whether David could fix the consequences that would result, she had no idea, but she didn’t care. “What happened to Andrew?”

“Andrew?” The cop removed his hand from his gun. “Do you know the owner of this vehicle?”

Conroy stepped just in front of her before she could respond. “Officer, the owner of the vehicle is a friend of ours. Do you know what happened?”

The officer looked from Conroy to Sarah and back again. “According to witnesses, he was kidnapped.”

“What?” The blood ran from her face as she stared at the man in the car, who had finally put the light away. It was a black light, something forensics might use. Is he looking for blood? “Who did it?”

“I was hoping you could tell me,” the officer said. “Did you know anyone who might have had a grudge against him?”

Sarah shook her head absently as she stared at the man in the car who shone the light across the passenger side. In the back of her mind, she heard Conroy explaining to the officer he was a family friend who had no enemies, but she didn’t care about the cops. She stepped closer to the car, looking at the car door that hung from one hinge. The bottom of the car door rested on the ground. She turned to look at the officer, cutting off his response to Conroy. “What happened?”

The officer frowned at her. “We’re not sure what happened. No way could someone have thrown him that far.”

“Thrown?” Sarah’s gaze went across the street. Another cop and a man in a suit stood looking at another parked car. The man in the suit was holding the bridge of his nose between his fingers as he stared at the large dent in the hood—big enough that a person had probably made it.

“Witnesses said two younger men left in a van.” The cop pointed a little farther down the street. More police stood near blankets covering what looked like bodies. “They appeared to have killed the occupants and dumped them there.”

“Who were they?” Sarah asked.

“Not sure, but they were all in suits. I’d say government. There’s a camera in the 7-11 here that sort of looks outside.” The officer pointed at the store with a ballpoint pen. “The cashier is trying to contact the manager right now.”

Cars passed, swerving to get around the police car, which sat next to the Toyota. One honked at Sarah as she stood a few feet out into the intersection. She ignored it, staring at the car across the street. They’d been wearing suits. At least, that’s what the officer said. That meant Andrew wasn’t under a blanket.

Sarah backed up until she was on the sidewalk, nearly tripping on the curb. They had Andrew, and she didn’t know if he was still alive. Her face scrunched up. No. He can’t be dead. Whatever had grabbed him would have left his body if it had killed him, right?

Unless they planned on changing him into something else.

Behind her, Conroy finished up with police officer and then approached her. “Sarah?”

She didn’t look at him, keeping her gaze on the van across the street. He started to say something more when his phone rang. Conroy started around the corner. “It’s David, Sarah. C’mon.”

Sarah glanced back at the broken Toyota as she followed Conroy around the corner, out of earshot from the cops. He put his phone on speaker. “David?”

“What’s going on?”

Conroy looked back at the scene. “David, Andrew’s gone.”

The silence on the other end lasted for several seconds. “My God.” Though Sarah hadn’t known him long, he’d never sounded so grim, not even the night before. “I have John and Shelly on as well. They’re on their way back now. Is Sarah there?”

“I’m here.” Sarah spoke so quietly she didn’t think David could’ve heard her.

“Sarah.” Behind Shelly’s voice was the sound of road noise from a car. “Sarah, I’m sorry.”

“I know.” Sarah took a deep breath and spoke directly into the phone. “We need to find him.”

“Agreed,” David said, “but—”

“But nothing,” Sarah said. “Christ only knows what they’re doing to him. We have to go after him, now.”

“I may have a lead on that,” John said. “I know where the Antikythera gear is located.” He hesitated. “Both of them.”

“Both of them?” Conroy asked. “Where?”

“One is in DC,” John said.

David sighed. “That bloody figures.”

“Are they building another device?” Shelly asked.

“That’s a problem for another time,” David said. “What about the other gear?”

“You’ll love this,” John said. “Remember that house in Lyons?”

Conroy had a haunted look on his face. When no one said anything, Sarah spoke up. “The one where you found that girl?”

“Samantha, yes,” Shelly said. “The Antikythera gear is at her house, right where the gate is located.”

Conroy gritted his teeth. “David, how soon could the Houston team get here?”

“Tomorrow morning, at the earliest.”

“Tomorrow?” Sarah shook her head. “We can’t wait that long.”

“Sarah.” Conroy put a hand on her shoulder, though she shrugged it off. “We need to wait for reinforcements.”

“To hell with that.” Her hands shook. “How long do you think he has before he ends up like…?” She was going to say “like Mary,” but she couldn’t. She imagined Andrew sitting in that garden, staring at nothing, the sanity stripped from him. Even worse, she imagined him hovering outside a third-story window, his eyes red.

“I’ll call Ambrose,” David said.

A ringing came over the phone. 

After a moment, a voice answered she didn’t recognize. “Who is this? How did you get this number?”

“This is David Theobald of RoSo, Denver chapter.” David hesitated. “Where is Ambrose?”

“We were hoping you knew.”

“Who is this?” David asked.

“I’m with Homeland Security,” the voice said. In the back of her mind, Sarah thought she recognized it. “If you have any information on the location of Agent Ambrose, Mr. Theobald, I suggest you give it to me now.”

“I don’t bloody know,” David said. “We were hoping to get his help.”

“Help with what?”

“We’ve lost a teammate.” David hesitated. “We believe an entity known as Pan has taken him along with the Antikythera gear to a house in Lyons. It’s a house where—”

“I know the place,” the voice said. “It sounds like your conclusions match ours. I’ll organize a team and send them at once. For now, you stay out of it.”

Sarah spoke into the phone. “How long will it take?”

The voice hesitated before answering. “About two hours, Ms. Monroe.”

Sarah wondered how he knew her name, but that didn’t matter to her at the moment. “That’s not fast enough.” She took in a breath. “I’m going.”

“Negative.” The voice paused. “I’m sending a file to all of your phones. When we turned over the apartment near Washington Park, we found a number of pictures.”

Conroy’s phone beeped, and he looked at the screen. His mouth fell open.

Sarah grabbed the phone. The image on the screen was familiar, though not from that angle. It showed her and Shelly driving away from blogger’s apartment in Westminster. The phone beeped again as it received another image and then another. One picture showed her and Shelly leaving the office. Another showed just Sarah, walking up to the bankruptcy court building.

“There’s more,” the voice said. “Most of them are of you, Ms. Monroe.”

She stared at the picture for a moment longer. “David, when do we leave?”

“You aren’t going anywhere,” David said. “I’m seeing those same pictures. This Gerald fellow is obsessed with you.”

Sarah handed the phone back to Conroy. “Tell him to get in line.”

“Girl, don’t you get it?” Conroy pointed at the image of just her. “If he’s involved in this, he wants you. That’s why he took Andrew.”

Sarah folded her arms, trying to hide the fact she was shivering. She truly was creeped out that someone was taking pictures of her without her knowledge, but she didn’t care. Andrew was in danger, and that mattered more than anything.

“Listen to your supervisor, Ms. Monroe,” the voice said. “We’ll handle it from here.” The man hung up.

Sarah swore. She looked up at Conroy. He had the same expression he’d had when Aunt Carol had died. “Uncle Conroy, what can we do?”

He stared at her a moment before shaking his head. “I don’t know. This Gerald guy is possessed by a type four. We’ve never tried to stop something like that.”

Sarah turned away from Conroy, jamming her hands into her pockets. One hand brushed a key on a chain. Sarah pulled it out and stared at, running her index finger along the teeth. Andrew had given it to her not long ago. “Keys to the Batmobile, Robin.”

“Sarah?”

Conroy looked at her sideways, the same look he gave when he knew she was up to no good, which meant that was her cue to run.

“Sarah!”

She outdistanced him quickly, running back toward the office, back to the garage. Back to Andrew’s car.

 

~~~

 

The security guard in the parking lot shouted something at Sarah, but she didn’t listen. She didn’t care. She slammed the door shut and locked it just as the guard reached her. Ignoring him as he yanked on the handle, she fiddled with the key. After two tries, she got it in the ignition. With one twist, the car roared to life.

She slammed it in reverse and pulled out, making the security guard shout something she couldn’t quite hear. She didn’t care to ask, either. The tires squealed on the pavement as she threw it in first and popped the clutch. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized a seat belt might be in order, but she didn’t care about that either.

To her surprise, the gate was open, which was a good thing. She would’ve crashed through it if she’d had to. In moments, she was on the street, running the red light at Twentieth Avenue and pointing Andrew’s car toward I-25. No cops were around, thank goodness. She’d have to run from them if they were and then deal with the consequences later.

The massive engine roared, pausing only when she shifted. Fear overcame her as she white-knuckled the steering wheel. But the thought of dying didn’t frighten her. Of course she’d die saving him. That was fine… as long as she actually saved him.

She hoped he still had his gear in the trunk and wondered if it would work against a god. Probably not. But it might stop his minions until she could save his life. Then she would probably die.

And that was okay.

 

~~~

 

John slid his phone in his coat pocket. “Stupid.” He glanced over at Shelly in the passenger seat. “She’s heading for the house.”

“Can you blame her?”

He was about to say yes, but he knew better. If something had kidnapped Shelly, nothing on Earth could’ve stopped him from going after her.

Shelly’s phone rang. “Yes?” She was quiet for a moment and then said, “I see.” She lowered the phone, turning slowly to face John. “Something’s happened at the hospital.”

John gripped the steering wheel even more tightly as Shelly explained. “Oh no.”

“Oh God… Earl.” Shelly dialed again while on speaker. “He has family.” The phone rang once and connected.

“Shelly?”

“David, we have another problem.” Shelly explained the situation again to David.

“Bloody hell.” David pounded the desk on the other end of the call. “The entity kidnapped Samantha? Why?”

Conroy spoke over the phone. “Shelly, what is Samantha capable of?”

“She could see spirits in the hospital,” Shelly said. “I don’t know what else she’s capable of, but obviously, he thought she was important.”

“David,” John said, “we have to assume Pan, or whatever he is, took her to the house. The gate is there, the device is there… It’s all we have right now.”

“And Sarah will be there as well,” David said. “Agreed. Get out there, but don’t approach until the team gets there.”

“David,” Shelly said, “I might be able to reason with Samantha. I’ve reached out to her, and—”

“No.” David voice was harsh. “Do not approach the house. Wait for SRT. Understood?”

“Understood.” John hung up and floored it, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good. They’d never get there before Sarah.

 

~~~

 

Sarah parked on a side street, two blocks from a street named Rose, the only street with that name in Lyons, according to the map on her phone.

She pulled the interior handle for the trunk and exited, slamming the car door behind her. In the trunk was a sack containing stakes, vials of water she assumed was holy, and the Ruger LCP he’d mentioned to her, including three extra clips. She took the gun and clips. She stared at the holy water for a moment before pocketing that and stuffing a couple of stakes inside her coat.

Leaving the car unlocked, Sarah crossed the street while she fit the gun in her waistband under her coat. She covered the distance quickly, looking everywhere, but saw no one, which was odd. The fact it was the middle of the day couldn’t be the only explanation. As Sarah approached Rose Street, she felt something in the air, hanging there like humidity.

Spotting the house was easy. The police tape on the door was one dead giveaway, as was the dead grass and the tree that looked as though it had been rotting for months. The evil of the house reached out to her like body odor. It must’ve been a decent place at one time, but it looked as though it had been abandoned for years. The houses on either side, both of which looked abandoned, also had dead yards.

Sarah took one more look at the sky, figuring she probably wouldn’t see it again.

She pushed open the gate of the white picket fence lining the front yard and walked up the stone path leading to the front door. The dead lawn undulated, as if something just under the surface was waiting to burst forth. Worms wrapped themselves around the stems of the dead roses in the flower bed. Small animals, probably rats, scurried away as she approached the front door.

The ice-cold door handle yielded to her touch easily, but the hinges squealed in protest, as if the door hadn’t been opened in a decade. She pushed the door all the way open and stepped inside.

A collage of unfamiliar scents wafted over her, all vile. The darkness inside was unreal. Given the time of day, even with the curtains drawn, the room should’ve been brighter. Shadows were longer than they should have been as well and seemed to move with a life of their own. Something hissed in the darkness, almost imperceptibly. Others joined in the hissing, so loud people across the street would’ve heard it.

A queasy feeling rose inside Sarah, the same feeling she’d had the night before at the apartment. A low growl in front of her turned her veins to ice even as the hisses and grunts from the darkness grew quieter until all sound in the house vanished.

“Welcome.” Out of the darkness stepped the creepy guy who had taken a swan dive from several stories up. His skin was pasty, and his face had scrapes on it, as if he had been in a car wreck. He stood, his hands behind his back, a slight smile on his face. “I believe we’ve met.”

“Gerald,” Sarah said. “Or is it Pan?”

“Yes, Pan.” He laughed loudly enough to make her eardrums hurt. “You are a clever one.”

She cleared her throat so it wouldn’t crack when she spoke. “Nice place.”

Gerald—or Pan, or whoever he was—took a quick look around. “Not bad, I suppose. It’s what I have downstairs that really strikes my fancy.” He ran a finger under his chin. “A group of federal agents tried to get in, you know.”

“What happened to them?”

“What do you think?” He broke out into uncontrollable laughter. “You should’ve seen the looks on the faces of the agents as I tossed them over the peak of the nearest mountain.” He settled down. “Ah, you humans think you’re on top of the world. You have it backward.”

Sarah wasn’t in the mood for his bragging. “I want him back.”

“Of course you do. He is your man, and I have him.” He held up his hands, gesturing at her as if she were a prize. “Luring you here was simple.”

“Where is he?”

“Close.” He gestured toward a doorway. “After you.”

The last thing she wanted was to go deeper in the house, but she could feel the presence of the house’s denizens behind her. They would make her go regardless. She took a deep breath and headed for the door, surreptitiously reaching for the gun in her waistband… which wasn’t there.

“You won’t need it.” Pan held the gun in front of him. “Not for what I have planned.”

In a panic, Sarah checked her coat. The holy water, the stakes she’d stuffed into the inside coat pocket… everything was gone. She looked up into the dead eyes of the man once known as Gerald. His expression didn’t change, but his voice was like a force of nature. “After you.”

She turned toward the door, which had opened at some point, showing steps going down. She followed them, hearing the gun hit the carpet behind her. The wooden stairs creaked with her weight as she descended into darkness.

“Wait here,” Pan said. 

Behind him, a protest of hisses and growls issued forth then quickly silenced.

A set of fluorescent strip lights lit an unfurnished basement. Debris sat against the walls, as if it had been swept aside to make room. Scratches lined the edges of the concrete walls, some a good inch deep. Interestingly, cameras on tripods had been set up in different parts of the basement, spaced apart in such a way as to record what was in the center of the room.

“Do you know what that is?” Pan asked.

A cheap card table with rusty legs sat in the middle of the basement. On top of the table, almost as large as the table itself, sat a machine consisting of bronze and golden gears connected by various hoses. It looked both old and new, like some ancient design far ahead of its time. Every piece of the machine was connected in some way to a primary gear on top of the machine. Sarah recognized the piece immediately. “That’s the piece I stole.”

“Yes, it is.” Pan growled. “You know how much trouble I went through? I had that man turned into a werewolf specifically to retrieve the device, only to have you steal it out from under him.”

She pressed him, realizing the longer he talked, the more time Ambrose’s team would have to get there. “You want it that bad? Why?”

“Why, indeed?” He curled his lip. “Long before your civilization existed, I used my waning power to force my servants to steal the completed mechanism and ship it to a secure location. And then the ship sank.” He clenched his fist. “Archeologists scavenged the vessel thousands of years later and scattered the pieces.”

He paced around her. “I had replacement gears fabricated, found others where possible, but when I found the final piece, the one piece that could not be duplicated, you had to go and take it from me.” He sighed. “You’re a ton of trouble, woman.”

“Glad to hear it.” She nodded at the device. “What are you going to do with that thing, anyway?”

“Thing?” Pan snorted. “The Antikythera mechanism, as your people call it, isn’t just a ‘thing.’ I never knew its true name. Perhaps it never had one. Regardless, Archimedes designed it toward the end of the last surge of power.” He snickered. “Seers and witches have been trying to reconstruct this machine for over two thousand years. Powerful men in your own government are trying to do the same as we speak, but they won’t succeed. I’m the only one today who understands its design.”

He walked over to the table, easily kicking aside a water heater lying on its side, and reached for the mechanism. As his fingers brushed the runes along the dials, they started to glow. Gears and rods spun, seemingly at random. Some of them emitted light, but she couldn’t see any LEDs or anything else that would give off the light. When he withdrew his hand, they continued to shine with eerie light. 

“Do you know what it’s for?” he asked. “Why Archimedes designed it?”

“It’s a clock,” Sarah said. “Or a calendar. That’s what most people believe.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Yes, clever girl, it keeps track of time. But why?”

“Why does anyone want to keep track of time?” She noticed some of the Greek symbols had lined up on the outer dials, and the inner dials showed different symbols that would, very soon, also line up. “What happens when it reaches zero?”

“Ah! That’s when things get interesting.” He gestured at the basement walls. “This place is close to the Primordium. Such places are holy… or unholy, depending on your perspective. But at certain times, these places are even closer to the Primordium.” He pointed at the spinning mechanism. “The mechanism counts down to the time when places such as this and the Primordium are thinnest, practically touching.” He tilted his head slightly as he looked at her. “And that’s where you come in.”

“Me?” Sarah let her voice rise. “What for?”

Pan gestured with his head toward the side of the basement. “For that.”

Off to the side of the basement, almost against a wall, was a well. No, not a well—a hole, as if someone had dug straight down with their bare hands. Bricks lined the edge of the opening. Dried cement stuck out between the edges of the bricks, as if the whole thing had been built as quickly as possible.

“Right over there, girl.” Pan nudged her toward the well, nearly knocking her down. “Oh, and say hello to my friend, Carl.”

A figure appeared from upstairs, carrying a large case by the handle. He wiped his hand across his forehead and then pushed his glasses up his nose. He looked up the stairs as shadows retreated. After a moment, he turned to Pan. “You know, I could just photograph those things up there and then go home. Would that work for you?”

Pan’s laughter reverberated off the walls. “Nonsense, boy. That’s small potatoes. Now, say hello to our guest and then finish setting up your equipment.”

The man adjusted the case in his arms. “Uh, hello.” 

“Yeah, hi.” Sarah thought she recognized the man. “Wait, you’re that blogger guy, Carl, aren’t you?”

“Oh?” His face brightened, although his hands shook as he set down the case on an overturned box. “You’ve read my work?”

“No.” Sarah nodded toward Pan. “Why are you working with him?”

He opened the case. Inside were cameras, cables, and other gear. His shoulders sagged as he pulled out a tripod and unfolded it. “Same reason you are. No choice.”

“Now, don’t be that way,” Pan said. “You have an important role to play here.”

“Why don’t you let him go?” She looked at Pan. “What good is he to you?”

“Hey.” Carl straightened, still holding the tripod. “I’ve got skills, lady.”

“Indeed, he does.” Pan smirked as he gestured at Carl. “At least, Gerald seemed to think so.”

Sarah watched Carl take out more gear as Pan inched her toward the pit. “So he’s going to record your little come-back tour?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Pan said. “Our friend Carl will make us all super famous.” Pan stopped her at the edge of the pit. “And you are the star of the show.”

The stench that came from within the bowels of the pit nearly overcame Sarah—like death but much worse. She gagged, but not from the smell. Her stomach roiled, just as it had the night before. Whatever had happened before was happening again, only worse. Something was down that well, something she couldn’t see, but it was there, and it was making power build up inside of her.

Claw marks stretched down the sides of the pit about six feet, at which point the pit became smooth. From there, it descended into darkness.

A breath brushed her ear. 

“You know what’s awful about the Primordium?” Pan inhaled sharply through his nose. “What it does to us when creatures such as I return?”

Sarah didn’t answer as she stared down the pit. The darkness didn’t seem right. The fluorescent lights should have illuminated much of the pit, but after six feet or so, it was just shadow.

“What we are in this world is different from what we are back at the homestead.” Pan waved one hand around as he spoke, creating shadows on the wall. “It’s a place of chaos and anarchy. We exist there, but we have no minds. The chaos of the Primordium won’t allow it.”

The darkness below Sarah seemed to recede a bit. “Undifferentiated thought.”

“Yes.” Pan came around and faced her. “Yes, you people know about that too. And you’re right. Every thought that has existed, every thought that could exist, exists in the Primordium. But without purpose.”

Sarah gave up on trying to see what was past the darkness below her. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I don’t want to go back.” He grasped her shoulders and squeezed. “I don’t ever want to go back.” 

She tried to pull away, but his hands were like iron. 

“In the Primordium, I would lose myself. Even if my essence returned here, it would be in a different form. It would be as if I’d never been.”

“I don’t see a problem with that.”

He squeezed her shoulders so tight they creaked. She let out a groan, but he ignored her. “The problem, girl, is that I don’t wish to cease to exist. I wish to live.”

“Again,” Sarah said. “I don’t see the problem.”

Pan turned her around to face him and grasped her chin so tightly her front teeth hurt. “You should be more polite, given the circumstances.”

Pan spun Sarah around again and forced her head to look down into the pit. With a wave of his hand the darkness disappeared. The bottom was still out of sight, but something else was down there, just out of sight before. No, that wasn’t right. Not something. Someone.

Pan cackled. “You did come here for a reason, didn’t you?”

Sarah’s knees gave out, but Pan held her upright, forcing her to look down. Hanging along the wall inside the bottomless pit was a figure. His arms splayed outward and his legs crossed, like Christ at the crucifixion. The man’s head leaned back, his face quite visible.

“Oh God. Andrew!”

She jerked away from Pan, or tried to. His arms held her as if he had turned into a statue. Andrew looked up, his face bruised. He started to say something and then lowered his head again.

Sarah sputtered nonsense, her voice refusing to work. A moment passed before she was actually able to speak. “You son of a—”

With a flick of his wrist, Pan sent her flying across the basement. She landed on the floor hard, skidding to a stop near the opposite wall. All she could do was lie there and try to catch her breath. Wincing, she forced herself up into a sitting position.

Fingers brushed across the back of Sarah’s hand. On instinct, she pulled it away. She started to crawl away from whoever—or whatever—it was but then stopped. Kneeling on the ground behind a broken wardrobe was a girl wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, both of which were filthy. She looked up at Sarah, her eyes filled with fear.

“Samantha?”

The girl nodded. “And you’re Sarah.”

“How touching.” Pan waved his hand at Samantha. “She used to like a boy. When creatures from the Primordium invaded her life, she hoped their presence wouldn’t affect him.” He laughed. “What would she know about something like love or sex? She was acting on hormones, nothing more.”

He turned and stared at Sarah, a wide smirk on his face. “Love is just lust for fools. The feelings overwhelm you mortals, and you start thinking of gods and angels and…” His face scrunched up as he shuddered. “The excuses you mortals make for your biological urges is revolting.”

Fingers touched her again. That time, she didn’t pull away, and the girl grasped Sarah’s hand firmly. Samantha’s hand shook, but the look in her eyes told a different story. She ignored Pan’s ranting, focusing her attention solely on Sarah. “Don’t hate him.”

Sarah looked at Samantha. “Why not? You know what he did to you? To others?”

“Don’t hate him,” she said again. “That’s what he wants.”

“Oh, be silent, girl,” Pan said. “I didn’t bring you here so you could chatter.”

Sarah squeezed the girl’s hand back and smiled even as she clenched her teeth together. “Why did you bring her here?”

“Why bring a potential mystic?” He waved his finger at the girl, who winced in response. “A witch, as your people would call her, channels power. And she already has so much untapped potential, even without training. I saw that much when I first came into your time.” He sniffed. “This one is far more powerful than those two who helped you out last night.”

“Is that what brought you here?” Sarah stroked Samantha’s hair, hoping it would calm her. “You sensed her?”

“Actually, it was her parents who attracted me.” He grinned. “Those people had this perpetual anger I couldn’t help but notice, even across time. And when I came here, I learned so much about this century. The technology, the people… it all had potential.”

“And what about him?” She pointed at the well, where Andrew hung. “What’s he got to do with this?”

“Who, your boyfriend?” He shrugged. “Not a thing. It’s you I want.”

“But why? What good am I to you?”

He went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “I would’ve taken you last night from that office you people stay at, but something about that place was wrong. Wards, obviously more powerful than what that silly witch Mary had around her store. I may be a god, but I’m limited by the senses of this pathetic body while the power is at an ebb at this point in time.”

The pain in Sarah’s stomach grew worse, and the cause wasn’t simply all the supernatural power around her. Andrew was down that well, hovering over what might have been an infinite drop, for all she knew. If the Other was as bad as she’d been told, then when he fell, he would go insane, probably forever. She clenched her fists together, her nails biting into her palms. Even if she could stop Pan, she couldn’t fish Andrew out of the hole by herself.

Pan pointed a thumb at the pit behind him. “I knew you’d come for him, though. Sure, soldiers don’t leave their people behind. But with you, it’s something else.” His grin nearly split his head open. “Your hormones got a hold on you, woman.” He made a running motion with his fingers. “And you came after him.”

“You haven’t answered my question. Why me?”

He looked at her for a long moment. “You don’t know what you are, do you?”

The one who’s going to beat you senseless, she wanted to say, but that would’ve been pointless. Instead, Sarah stood, still holding the girl’s hand. If she was going to die, it would be on her feet.

“You are a vessel.” Pan walked toward her, taking short strides and gesturing with his hands. “You can channel the power into yourself and store it. At least briefly. You showed that last night when you blasted my minions away. And that’s what I need to make a gate to the Primordium.”

“The gate is already there,” Sarah said. “That’s what that hole is, isn’t it?”

“Oh, no.” Pan stopped a few feet away from her. 

She cringed, and it wasn’t because of body odor or even just general creepiness. The lizard part of her brain was telling her something about him was wrong. The man in front of her was a threat to everything alive.

“Down there”—he gestured over his shoulder—“is not a passage to the Primordium. At least not yet. It is a passage to a time when power was at its height.”

Sarah shook her head. “It goes back in time? Something like that?”

“Exactly like that.” He waved his hands in the air. “Kind of spooky, eh? I projected myself through it. When I found this time, when I realized how much the power had ebbed, I knew I was doomed.” He looked down for a moment as he turned away from her, walking back toward the pit. “Once, those like me terrified mortals like you. Now, the gods slumber, waiting for power to return to the world.”

“So why don’t you do that?” Sarah took a step forward while the girl got behind her, using her as a shield. “Just nod off until the power comes back on and leave us the hell alone.”

Pan spun, his teeth bared and his eyes ablaze. A light shone from within them, like a green fire trying to escape. “Because I can’t. I’m not…” He straightened, his fists still balled up. “I’m not strong enough.”

“So Zeus is sleeping it off somewhere as we speak. But you’re…”

“Dead. Or at least, back in the Primordium, which is close enough.” He moved toward her again. “But not if I can change it.”

“What can you do?” She pointed at the pit. “You are you, whether you’re here or in the past.”

“I am me, but I was different long ago.” He turned away from her and went back to the pit. “At one time, there were none more powerful. Then… then they came.”

“Zeus and the boys muscled you out?”

“They syphoned so much of the existing power I was reduced to a third-rate power chasing nymphs.” He hammered his fist into the palm of his hand. It sounded like a cracking whip. “I hated them so much, but what could I do… at least until now?”

He pointed at the pit again. “This tunnel opens to a time when the power was strong in your world. But with it, I can open the tunnel not just to the Primordium, but to other points in time. And I need a way to channel the power and a way to store it until I need it.”

Pan moved so quickly Sarah couldn’t see him. She lost her grip on Samantha as Pan dragged Sarah back to the pit. He forced her to look down again at Andrew’s form. How long can he hang there like that before falling into… what? Nothingness? And what would happen if he fell into that nothingness? Just the possibility made her shake all over.

Pan ignored her as he pointed at the device on the card table. “In order for the machine to track ebbs and tides of power, it had to have a connection to the Primordium. As a result, it is a key to accessing untold power.” Pan whispered in Sarah’s ear. “You’ll store that power, and the girl here will direct that power in any way I see fit.” 

He tossed her aside again, but Sarah managed to stay on her feet that time. Samantha ran to her and grasped Sarah’s hand so hard it hurt. Sarah squeezed back.

Pan pointed a finger at her as he rambled. “Mortals like you are rare. All humans store power to a degree, but some of you monkeys can do it extraordinarily well. Heracles was superb at it. He could even channel it, but he had help from his old man.” He waved his hand. “No matter. You will store the power for me while I direct it through the girl.”

“Fine.” Sarah took a deep breath. “You want my help, let Andrew go.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Let him go, and I’ll stay.”

“You’re staying anyway. But maybe he doesn’t have to stay down there.” Pan reached toward the pit, as if trying to grasp thin air. 

A few seconds later, Andrew rose from the pit, his arms stretched outward. He hung over the pit for a moment, swaying back and forth, unconscious. 

Pan glanced at Sarah out of the corner of his eye, a smile creeping over his face. “Care to bargain for his life?”

“Let him go!”

Pan lowered his hand, and Andrew fell inches from the pit’s edge. Sarah darted to him and ran her hand across Andrew’s brow as she pulled him away from the pit. He was sweating, but he was also ice cold. His eyes fluttered as she put her fingers to his neck. She let her breath out. His pulse was weak but steady.

“I tried to leave enough life in him to keep him alive, but…” Pan clasped his hands behind his back. “Mortals. You’re so fragile. It’s hard to know how far you can be pushed.”

“Bastard.” Sarah pulled off her coat and folded it into a pillow for Andrew. She stood, clenching her fists at her sides. “How about I show you just how fragile I am.”

“We’ll learn that soon enough.” He reached for her and dragged her away from Andrew, maneuvering her until she was next to the pit once more. 

Behind her, Carl the blogger was setting up yet another camera. That made four. At another time, she would’ve made a snide comment. One look at Andrew, lying on the floor and curled up in a semifetal position, changed her mind. 

“Get him out of here, at least,” she said.

“Why?” Pan squeezed her shoulder. “He’s going to witness the future. Just like you.” Pan reached for the machine as if to pick it up. The device glowed in response. “When I’m done, I’ll be a god the likes of which your kind have never seen. I’ll send Zeus to the forests to chase nymphs. Or maybe dogs.”

“And then the world ends,” Sarah said.

“Ends?” Carl’s voice squeaked from behind the camera. “You never said—”

“Because it’s not true.” Pan gritted his yellow teeth. “Just be ready.”

“Why is he here, anyway?” Sarah asked. “It’s not like anyone’s going to not notice the great god Pan has returned.”

“For posterity.” He waved his hand toward Carl. “Your people believe the more who see the monsters, the more power that comes into this world. That’s not entirely true, but it will help to keep the people in line when they see my ascension to the god of gods.”

“And that’s all you are, isn’t it?” Sarah snorted. “You’re a god, but you act like a teenager being forced to sit at the kiddie table.”

He squeezed the back of her neck, hard enough she thought something cracked. “Easy, girl. You aren’t in any position to mouth off.”

“Uh, excuse me.” Carl put his hand in the air as if he were in class. “I have a question.”

Pan turned and stared at Carl. “Don’t you have work to do?”

Carl wrung his hands. “Well, I was just wondering. When you talk about keeping people in line, who do you mean, exactly?”

Pan groaned. “I don’t mean you. You’ll have a place, of course.”

“Yeah, just like Gerald.” Sarah locked eyes with Carl as best as she could manage while Pan held her head in place. “You really think Gerald will benefit one bit from any of this?”

Carl’s eyes went from Sarah to Pan and back again. Briefly, he glanced at the camera on the tripod next to him. “I told you. I don’t have a choice.”

Sarah started to respond but noticed something. The lens of the camera wasn’t pointing at her but at the wall. Another camera across the room seemed to point upward slightly. Carl nodded so slightly she almost missed it. She hoped Pan wouldn’t notice—either Carl or the cameras.

“True, Carl,” Pan said. “You don’t have a choice.” He jutted his chin at the device on the table. “It’s almost time.”

“Good.” Someone had stepped into the basement, not a monster but a man. He ran his hand over a bald head and adjusted his tie as he stepped toward Pan. His face was as expressionless as the last time she’d seen him.

Sarah’s mouth fell open. “Ambrose?”

Ambrose smiled at her, his hands clasped behind his back as he looked at her. “You’re getting what’s coming, Private.”

“You bastard.” She started toward him. “I’m going to toss you down this well if it’s the last thing I—”

Pan clamped down on Sarah’s shoulder like a vise, making it scream in agony. He turned her around and forced her a little farther toward the edge of the pit so her toes dangled. “Now, now. Ambrose has been instrumental in getting things rolling. Haven’t you?”

“I have.” Ambrose stood stock-still, a paragon of patience, as he had always been. “The last of our most influential people are at DIA, awaiting you.” Ambrose gave a short bow. “All I had to do was mention Last Day, and they couldn’t wait to get into hiding.”

Sarah stared at Ambrose, agog. “Why?”

“Puppets, of course,” Pan said. “The multitudes of beings that will flow out of the Primordium will need hosts. I’ll have control of most of your government right away.”

“I’m sure your servants can’t do any worse.” Ambrose looked at the machine. “You have the gear, sir.”

“It was where you said it was,” Pan said. “Though sooner would’ve been better.”

“It couldn’t be helped.” Ambrose locked eyes with Pan. “The creature you sent to fetch it nearly gave me away. I had to have it put down.” He bowed again to Pan. “My apologies for the incident at the apartment.”

Pan growled. “You were supposed to keep the police away from me.”

“You can thank my ‘assistant’ for that,” Ambrose said. “He must’ve caught wind of your host’s home from someone in Homeland, probably relayed when the local RoSo team was doing research.”

“Who, Pendleton?” Sarah’s eyes darted back and forth. “He’s—”

“He was spying on me, the little bastard.” Ambrose snickered. “I guess Homeland suspected something was amiss after the werewolf stole the Antikythera gear.” Ambrose sighed. “It was just too obvious. A type two steals one of the most important relics of power in our time? No one could see that as coincidence.”

“You should’ve killed the worthless little man before he caused trouble,” Pan said.

“If I had, Homeland would’ve immediately known something was wrong.” Ambrose sighed. “Well, I managed to keep him at bay until now. No doubt, a special recovery team is on the way, though. You may have to take them out before we proceed.”

Sarah still couldn’t believe it. “You’re an ass, Ambrose, but I always thought you actually gave a damn. Do you know how many people you’re going to kill?”

“Kill?” He shook his head slowly. “Private, Last Day was always going to come. That was unavoidable. Especially now.”

“That doesn’t mean you surrender to the enemy.”

Ambrose stared at her for a long moment. “Sixty-five thousand a year plus a worthless pension. That’s what I’ll get for defending a world that can’t be saved. I deserve more.”

“So you turn traitor.”

“So I turn smart,” Ambrose said. “If Last Day is coming, I want to be on the winning side.”

“And you shall be.” Pan smiled broadly. “Are you ready? Are you ready for your reward?”

“Of course, master.” Ambrose spoke like a commanding officer meeting the president.

“Then you shall have it.” Pan gave Sarah a good shake as he whispered in her ear. “All we need is a sacrifice to begin the connecting of future and past to the Primordium.”

“Her?” Ambrose asked.

“Of course not.” Pan stepped to one side. For a second, Ambrose’s face brightened, and then his eyes bulged as Pan yanked him forward by the tie. He gagged, trying to scream, as Pan pulled him forward. When Pan released him, Ambrose did scream as he tumbled into the darkness of the pit. His scream lasted all of a few seconds but cut off as soon as the darkness enveloped him. Behind Sarah, Samantha cried as she held her hands to her ears.

“Jesus.” Carl’s voice was just above a whisper. He stepped forward, pointing at the pit. “You just killed that guy. Why would you do that?”

Pan ignored Carl, watching the spectacle with a smile. “As I said, he was a good servant. Right to the very end.”

Sarah stared down into the pit. It looked as if nothing had changed. “If I were Gerald, I’d be evicting you right about now.”

Pan chuckled. “He’d love to, but he’s not in control any longer. He served his purpose, just as Ambrose did.”

Sarah started to reply, but a light appeared from the depths of the well. It grew brighter and brighter as it pushed its way to the top, like a sink backing up with a vengeance. Whatever was down there was on its way up in a big hurry.

Pan cackled. “And so it begins.”

 

~~~

 

John popped the trunk at the same time he slid to a stop. He tapped his Bluetooth headset as he slammed the driver’s door behind himself. “Conroy, where are you?”

“We’re on Highway 66,” Conroy said, his phone on speaker. “We got delayed on I-25, but our current ETA is about fifteen minutes.”

“Understood.” John opened the trunk. His gear was there, but he doubted any of it would help, at least not against Pan. “I’m going to scout around a little.”

“Negative,” David’s voice sounded tinnier as he called out from the other side of the car. “Wait for us to arrive. We’ll all go in together.”

“I understand that, David,” John said. “I’m only going to scout around. I’ll see you when you get here.” He switched off the phone before Conroy could reply.

Shelly checked her .38 and put it back in the holster under her jacket. “We’re not getting too close, all right? I’m worried about Andrew and Sarah too, but—”

“You aren’t going anywhere.” John patted his own .38 in its holster under his coat. “Wait for Conroy and David to get here.”

“What? You can’t just go in—”

“I’m not going in,” John said. Not unless I have to, he thought, but he knew better than to share that. “Just wait for the others to arrive.”

“John, I…” She stared at him, anguish in her face. 

He couldn’t blame her. Pan was in there with Sarah and Andrew and probably the girl who used to live there, Samantha. They’d encountered nothing like him before. John was ready to take chances with his own life. However, if he could keep Shelly from doing the same, then he’d call that a win.

Maybe that’s what she was afraid of. If only they had more time… He wondered if that was what Conroy had thought about his wife when he lost her.

He went to her and took her hand. “Hey.” He gave it a firm squeeze. “I’m coming right back, okay?”

She gave him a quick nod, her lips still quivering. He smiled as reassuringly as he could and then left. “Call me when Conroy and David get here.”

He sprinted down the street and around the corner, resisting the urge to look behind him. He hoped she’d stay there, but she was as dedicated as he was. She’d go in when Conroy and David arrived or even sooner.

He dialed Conroy, who answered on the first ring. “John? Where are you?”

John looked both ways quickly before crossing the street. “I’m scouting out the house right now.”

“John,” David said. “We told you to stay put.”

“And I told you, I’m just scouting. I’ll keep my distance.” The house loomed around the corner. “Anything on the SRTs?”

David chimed in. “Not yet, but it may be an hour or more. And there’s something on the blogger’s website.”

John took a few seconds to recall his name. “Carl Caliber.”

“Correct,” David said. “He’s set up a live feed.”

Parked outside the house was a government van. They were definitely there. 

“What’s it show?” John asked.

“I’m sending you a screenshot,” David said.

John’s phone vibrated, and he pulled up the image, which showed debris on the floor, the windows, and most importantly, the rough well made out of bricks and cement.

“That’s the basement of the house,” John said. “Can you see Sarah or Andrew?”

Conroy spoke. “No Andrew, but Sarah just stepped into frame, along with that Gerald guy.”

“There’s more,” David said. “According to my contacts in DC, tens of thousands are watching this feed. Hundreds more are logging on per minute. The SRTs are trying to shut it down, but I don’t have to explain what will happen if monsters start showing up.”

“Oh hell,” John said. “Look, Shelly’s waiting for you guys by the car. Maybe SRT will show up before—”

John froze. From inside the house, a light appeared, brighter than any light he’d seen before. It spilled into the streets in waves, as if a river had washed through the house and out the windows. Yet the windows did not shatter.

The liquid light was so bright John had to cover his eyes. As soon as he did, the brilliance vanished. John blinked away spots. The house was still there, along with an uncared-for lawn and police tape on the door.

David’s voice came over the phone. “John, what’s wrong?”

For a moment, John just stared at the house. “I have to go.” He touched his earpiece to hang up and ran toward the house.

 

~~~

 

Shelly saw the light from two streets over. At first, she thought it was a spotlight or maybe a dozen spotlights. But the light angled around the block and between the cars like oil, oozing out into the street unlike anything defined by physics. It disappeared a few seconds later.

It had to have come from the house.

Shelly’s heart beat faster. That meant John would go inside. He wasn’t about to leave Andrew and Sarah inside, not after a display like that. She shouldn’t have let him go. John would never stand by while he knew his team was in trouble.

And she couldn’t stand by while John rushed into harm’s way.

She darted across the street, checking her weapon under her coat again. At that moment, Samantha’s words came back to her. “If you want to save him, you have to go into the house. Even if it kills you.”

A chill went through her. John would’ve wanted her to leave, but if she did, if Samantha was right, then John would die. She’d rather be dead herself.

She let her breath out slowly and started down the sidewalk toward the house. Dying for the man she loved… She could think of worse ways to go.

 

~~~

 

Sarah’s skin still tingled from the light that had erupted from the pit, washed over her, and flooded the basement. After it had flowed upstairs and out of sight, nothing in the basement was out of place. Sarah let out the breath she had been holding the entire time.

Sarah’s stomach turned somersaults, just like before at the apartment. The power was gathering deep within the core of her being, but it wouldn’t stay there forever. 

Behind her, Carl spoke. “What was that?”

“Residual power from opening the gate. Nothing but a breeze before the storm.” Pan spoke without looking at Carl, keeping his eyes on Sarah as he squeezed her shoulders again. “And then the storm comes.”

The device hovered over the table, glowing and vibrating as the dials continued to count down. Behind that, Andrew lay in a heap on the floor, with Samantha next to him. She rubbed his arms to keep him warm.

“And you, young lady.” Pan jabbed a gray finger at Samantha. “Get ready on the machine, like I told you.” He waved his hand toward the glowing mechanism. “You just have to grab it. I’ll do the work.”

Samantha looked up at Pan. “No.”

“What?” Pan grumbled, almost like an animal. His lips parted into a smile even as his eyes showed raw fury. “Sweetheart, don’t make me tell mommy and daddy.”

Two shadows appeared out of the stairwell and glided into the room, stopping under the fluorescent lights. A man and a woman stood there, stock-still like statues. Their skin was pale, as if they hadn’t seen the sun in their entire lives.

“Mom?” Samantha stood, propping herself up on the card table, which wobbled slightly. “Dad?”

“Why won’t you do what you’re told?” The woman’s grinding teeth could be heard across the room. She grinned, revealing pointed incisors. “You never do what you’re told.”

The man waved a finger at Samantha, his nostrils flaring like a wild animal’s. “You are such a naughty girl. I don’t know why we tolerated you.”

“No.” Samantha’s face tightened. “Go away.”

“How dare you talk to your mother that way?” The woman’s words came out like a growl. “You were a worthless child. I wish I’d never had you.”

“I said go away.” She inched away from them while tears streamed down her face. “My mom and dad are dead. You are just monsters.”

Pan snorted. “Well, don’t just stand there. Force her. Just don’t hurt her. Yet.”

They moved across the basement in a flash. One moment, Samantha was stepping away from the machine. In the next, her parents—or what used to be her parents—were holding her by the arms. Samantha struggled, for all the good it did. They effortlessly pressed her hand against the wildly running machine, and as soon as she touched it, a flash burst forth. She shouted as the machine ran faster, gears spinning at speeds that should have made it fly apart. The glow that surrounded the machine crept up Samantha’s arm while her parents grinned.

“Why would you do that?” Sarah turned her head to Pan. “Her own parents?”

“You can thank Ambrose for arranging the meeting.” Pan laughed. “Oh, don’t worry. They wouldn’t hurt their own child, would they? They’re only here to motivate her. And you.” Pan pointed at Carl. “Is the world watching?”

Carl operated a laptop sitting on an overturned book box. Behind him, the shadows moved on their own. Some seemed to reach out to Carl, only to retreat back into the corners of the basement. His hands shook so badly Sarah wondered how he could type at all. 

“We’re up and running,” he said. “There’s about thirty thousand online already.”

“Ah, good.” Pan snapped his fingers. “It won’t be long now until the new world begins.”

The multitude of gears on the mechanism spun at blinding speed. The markings on each dial shone brightly.

“And now…” Pan ran his fingers down her shoulders, making her shiver. “You’re next.”

Sarah looked at the crumpled form of Andrew, still curled up on the floor. 

Samantha was grasping the machine as the vampire that had once been her mother made sure she didn’t move. She kept staring at Sarah, ignoring her parents, who pressed her hand against the spinning machine. “Don’t hate him.”

“What—” 

Every inch of Sarah’s skin tingled, and the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Something was down the well, something much more powerful than the eruption she had just seen. She could feel it in her bones.

The blood drained from her face. She was going to die. She’d faced death on the battlefield, but everything happened so fast it was over before she could think about it. This was different. She had plenty of time to ponder how she would die and how bad it would be… and what would happen to her on the other side.

“Remember.”

The voice she heard, or rather felt, made her skull throb. Memories drifted by like currents. The first day of high school, her fight with Tammy Kriege, which ended with Tammy having a broken nose. She saw Tommy Fritz asking her to prom. Every single thing that happened in basic training passed by in a second, followed by her stint in the army. She remembered the boys on her fireteam who chastised her, hazed her, and then accepted her when she proved she wasn’t some goofy cheerleader hoping to play with the boys.

The playback of her memories slowed at the point where her fireteam died at the hands of the djinn. Tears rolled down her cheeks. They’d been good guys, and she had a bond with them, as with family. Watching them die had broken her heart. She missed them so much.

In her mind, Pan shuddered. Shuddered? Before she could wonder why, her memories rolled forward to Lucas. For a moment, she saw herself in his office, her underwear on the floor while she sat on the corner of his desk. Shame filled her, and Pan laughed with glee. But then, the shame disappeared. She lost herself in that moment, reliving that inappropriate time. As wrong as he was, as wrong as she was, Sarah needed someone, and Lucas was there for her. Though she learned to hate him later, in that moment, a deep, satisfying peace she hadn’t known in a long time overcame her. It was a blessing.

Pan shuddered again but recovered more quickly than before. She tried to focus on Lucas anyway, to focus on that peaceful time, but Pan shouted in her skull and pushed forward through her life, past the memory that had… had what? Angered him?

No. It frightened him.

Pan pushed past her seeing Conroy after she got off the train, not giving her a chance to feel the joy that overcame her after seeing him for the first time in years. He skipped forward even further until they reached the apartment complex.

“This will do.” The thought retreated while Sarah got the distinct impression she shouldn’t have heard it.

The horror of that night engulfed her. She focused on the horrible night, and as she did, the power in the well grew closer. Everyone was going to die, she was sure of it. Even Andrew. Oh God, not Andrew. I’ve just met him. Don’t—

The power in the well came closer but slowed. A snarl roared through Sarah’s skull, making her vision blur. Some force tried to make her ignore not the events of that night but her feelings for Andrew. That’s what frightened Pan.

“Don’t hate him.” Then she understood.

She took control of her memories, and almost immediately the sickness disappeared. Pan wanted her terrified when he threw her down the well, but she wouldn’t have it. She controlled her life, god damn it, not him.

Sarah rolled back the movie of her life to when she’d first met Andrew and how her heart jumped a little when she first saw him. She focused on that moment. Even then, in the first few minutes of meeting him, a part of her knew she would never stop thinking about him.

Pan’s anger flared as he tried to wrest control of her memories, but she wouldn’t let him. If he didn’t like it, he was welcome to kill her.

She rolled forward to the multiple car rides she had with Andrew. She remembered the little fantasy she had about inviting him up to her place when he dropped her off, just the two of them.

Pan tried to assert his will, forcing her to see Andrew’s broken body hanging over the pit. He showed her images of how he would torture Andrew when he ruled the world. Rage flared up in her, and Pan took that rage and made it a part of him… but not for long.

Pushing aside her anger at Pan wasn’t easy. Pushing aside her pride was even harder. She focused on the memory of Andrew taking her home after they’d all had dinner together. She’d known then but denied what she felt. Hovering on the edge of the pit, she finally came to accept it, and when she did, it shocked her.

She was in love with Andrew. She really was. A passing fling would be one thing, forgotten in a few weeks. But she knew deep down that those feelings she had for him would never go away. If she ran away, she would be haunted by what-ifs and could-haves for the rest of her life.

Sarah had never prayed before, as doing so seemed useless. But she did, not for herself, but for another person. Let Andrew be okay.

Pan roared, both inside and outside her head. Below her in the well, the strange power continued to swirl, but it rose no farther. She jerked her eyes away. Beneath the silvery pool was pure hatred, unadulterated anger for… what? Everything? The potential power within the pool of silvery energy below was acting like a lid for the real power behind it, power that would drive everyone who saw it to insanity.

The energy surged again, sensing her fear and feeding on it. Focusing on Andrew, she turned her head to look at him, hoping that would help. He was there, thank God, and so was John, checking Andrew’s vitals. Oh, thank God. Her relief poured out in torrents.

Carl stood next to John, helping him. They spoke to each other, but Sarah couldn’t hear over the power flowing through the machine. After a moment, Carl lifted Andrew and helped him toward the stairs while John ran toward Sarah.

He made it in about two steps.

A pale hand landed on John’s shoulder. The mother smiled at John sweetly. With almost no effort, she tossed him aside. He sailed over the top of a stack of boxes and bounced off the concrete wall. John landed hard and didn’t move.

The mother’s voice was so loud Sarah could hear it over the machine. “The master’s not done.” She stalked toward John. 

The father was nowhere in sight, but judging by the shouts behind her, he must have been dealing with Carl… and Andrew too.

Oh no. Sarah tried to break free, to do something, but Pan held her fast, focused so much on her that he missed something she didn’t. Someone else had entered the room.

Shelly stood between John and the mother, a crucifix in her hand. She brandished it at the mother, who shrieked and covered her face. Shelly stepped forward as the vampire recoiled. John slowly stood up in the background, shaking his head.

Neither the mother nor Pan noticed Samantha. While still touching the device, she had jumped to the other side of the table to reach toward Sarah. Only then did Pan notice.

“No!” Pan’s voice was like an electric shock. 

Sarah cried out, but she couldn’t hear her own voice over the din of power roaring through the machine. Below in the pit, the power had reached the surface. She stretched outward for Samantha, just as the energy in the pit bubbled over, touching Sarah’s ankle.

“Shut your eyes!” Samantha shouted.

Somehow, Sarah heard and shut her eyes as white light burst from the machine. It filled the room like water, covering everything. Sarah’s skin stung with the power, which filled her and redirected through Samantha and into the machine. Cries of anguish filled the room as well as the house, only to be silenced a second later… except for one.

Pan screeched inhumanly. “No! This is my time! I will not—”

A wind rushed past Sarah. She would’ve fallen into the pit if Samantha had not been holding on to her. All at once, the wind died down, and the light vanished. Carefully, she opened her eyes. The silver pool below retreated down into the Earth. The queasy feeling in Sarah’s stomach had disappeared.

Pan still stood behind Sarah, his arms hanging uselessly at his sides. His cracked skin looked like dry ground, and his hair was pure white. He struggled to draw a breath. “So be it.” With that, he pushed Sarah.

For a moment, she was weightless. Spinning in midair, she reached for the pit’s edge, catching it just in time. She held fast, even as her body slammed against the pit’s edge. She gasped as she struggled to pull herself up, but her grip wouldn’t last forever.

She tried gain a foothold while above, Pan hovered over her. He’s going to finish the job. She tightened her grip, ready for him to pry her fingers loose, but instead, his form grew larger.

Pan sailed past her into the swirling pool of energy far below. The silvery pool didn’t splash when he touched it. It simply enveloped him, as if welcoming him. In less than a second, Pan, along with Gerald’s body, vanished.

Light blossomed from below Sarah, as if a million disconnected voices, all speaking at once but without words, beckoned her to come to the hatred that hovered just down the well. She ignored them. The bricks beneath her hands started to crumble. She tried to pull herself up, but they only crumbled more.

Her stomach knotted. Falling into hell wasn’t how she’d planned on going out, but at least Andrew would be safe. The thought of him made the light retreat, but it didn’t help her grip. She knew her fingers would give way before long.

Sarah closed her eyes, and one thought occurred to her. Andrew. Her hands slipped for the last time.

She fell for a heartbeat, but then her body jerked to a stop as hands wrapped around her wrists. She opened her eyes. Above her, John stared back, holding on to one wrist.

Sarah tried to find some footing. A small divot in the pit wall gave her a little leverage. She dug in and pushed, and John pulled her up to the edge. Shelly joined him, reaching for her other wrist, and they both pulled her to safety. 

Sarah sat on the edge near John and Shelly, all of them breathing hard. Nearby, Samantha stood next to the card table, staring at them. The machine continued to spin and whine as light emanated from it, but it wasn’t as bright as before.

John knelt beside Shelly. He kissed her on the forehead and looked at Sarah. “You okay?”

“Peachy.” She gulped in more air. “Andrew?”

“He’ll be okay,” he said. “Carl covered his eyes when the glow happened then got him upstairs. That power surge extinguished all the monsters, including those vampires who—”

“Oh no.” Samantha pointed at the machine. “Don’t look down the well.”

“Not again.” Sarah started to push away from the pit edge. “I think we need to find a giant cork and plug this—”

The pit edge crumbled under Sarah. She threw one hand outward, and both John and Shelly grabbed hold of her. John reached even farther forward and grabbed Sarah by the belt loops of her jeans and pulled hard. Sarah grabbed hold of John’s hand as he pulled her out of the bottomless pit. He dragged her a good five feet from the edge.

The Antikythera mechanism sat on the table, neither humming nor glowing. Only one gear, the primary one, turned slowly, counting off seconds. Whatever power the machine had contained before had faded away.

Sarah sat up, half expecting the ground to give way beneath her. “Thanks for that.”

“Sure,” John said. “Just next time…”

John stood and ran recklessly toward the pit, where a chunk had slid off toward oblivion. Shelly lay there by the broken floor, her head hanging over that section, staring down into the pit. Sarah scrambled over to help, but John had already pulled her aside. He rolled Shelly over, cradling her head in his hands. Her eyes looked up at the ceiling, but she wasn’t focusing on anything.

“Oh no.” Samantha stood over them, her hands to her lips. “No, no, no… I said don’t look.”

John gave Shelly a small shake, but she didn’t move. What horrors she’d seen, Sarah couldn’t imagine. 

“Shelly?” John gave her another shake. “Shelly?”

Upstairs, wood splintered. Men in suits entered the basement and fanned out everywhere. John ignored them, holding Shelly, who simply stared upward with the same look of madness Mary had.

 

~~~

 

Gerald had seen the pool at the bottom of the well. He had been staring through his own eyes for a while without being able to do anything. Pan had taken control and never gave it back. And as he approached the well, Gerald knew he had made a terrible mistake.

Every nerve was on fire as he passed through the pool of energy. Gerald wanted to scream, but his mouth wasn’t his own anymore. It’s not fair. He only wanted what was rightly his. He had a destiny, but it was taken from him.

The silvery pool disappeared, opening up into blackness. No, it wasn’t blackness. It was less than that. It was an emptiness, vaster than he thought possible. And at the same time, something was there—voices or thoughts or something like that. They pounded at his mind like hammers.

And then Gerald was free. Pan had disappeared, screaming in rage and fear. Gerald had his body again. The bliss he felt lasted for all of one second. The pounding thoughts around him filtered into his mind and pulled him apart. Piece by piece, he forgot things—where he was from, what Pan wanted, and even who Pan was. Even his name vanished. For a second, he wondered who, and what, he was before his curiosity evaporated, along with everything that had once been Gerald.

 




 





 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Sarah kept a close eye on Andrew as the monitors connected to him beeped softly, indicating his vitals were normal. From what she could tell, Andrew was just sleeping. Conroy sat on the other side of the bed, watching her more than Andrew. She didn’t mind, really, as she understood why. When they had defibrillated Andrew aboard the helicopter, Conroy did his best to hold her down. For a split second, she had thought she had lost everything. 

Like John. Sarah put her hand to her mouth. Just thinking about Shelly, about the look on her face, broke her heart. And John… Before she joined RoSo, she couldn’t imagine such pain. But looking at Andrew as he lay in bed, she understood. Death would be better.

She tried to find solace in the fact that Pan had returned to the Other, his essence dispersed forever as some sort of cosmic justice, for all the good it did. Sure, they’d won, but their victory felt hollow.

Pendleton sat in a chair near the door, his feet flat on the floor and his hands on his knees. His hair had been trimmed to a more respectable style, the cut of a man who had accepted he was balding.

He had arrived at the house with the SRT, giving orders with a command presence most sergeant majors would have envied. He even ordered evac by chopper, informing the local sheriff’s department to deal with it if they didn’t like it. He joined John and Shelly when the chopper landed at the Morrison Facility while they took her to the same wing that was housing Mary. He had entered Andrew’s room shortly after the doctors had left but said nothing about Shelly. He simply nodded at both of them and sat calmly.

Sarah didn’t realize she had been staring at him until he smiled. “He’s lucky. The doctor says he’ll make a full recovery.”

“What about Shelly?” Conroy asked.

Pendleton gave a slight nod. “Physically, Shelly is healthy. Mentally…” He adjusted his glasses. “She’ll be just fine. Of that, I’m sure.”

Sarah was too afraid to ask for details. That last thing she wanted was more bad news. “And Samantha?”

He smiled. “She’s strong. The hospital is taking good care of her.”

The orderlies had taken Samantha away from the chopper, gently. She went with them without a word, almost as if she hadn’t known where she was. Poor kid.

Conroy side glanced at Pendleton. “You were spying on Ambrose this whole time?”

“We had suspected there was a problem in the SRTs for some time now.” Pendleton made direct eye contact with both of them without slouching as he had done before. “I suspected Ambrose, especially after the Antikythera gear was stolen right before we were to acquire it ourselves. My superiors weren’t so sure, but having no other leads, they went along.” Pendleton lowered his head. “Unfortunately, events escalated before I could do a proper investigation.”

“Did you know?” Sarah looked at him, her eyes narrowed. “Did you know how bad things were going to get?”

“If I had, I would’ve warned all of you.” His eyebrows bounced up and down. “As if anyone could have predicted this.”

“I guess you’ll want to debrief us,” Conroy said.

“Yes, but that can wait until later.” Pendleton stood and adjusted his tie, which was on straight for a change. “Stay with your friends. The more time you spend with them, the better.” He reached for the door.

“Wait a second.” Sarah leaned forward in her chair as Pendleton faced her. “Who’s in charge of the SRTs now?”

Pendleton hesitated, clasping his hands behind his back the way Ambrose used to do. He smiled. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other in the future.” He left them alone, the door closing automatically behind them.

Sarah stared at Conroy. “Think anything’s changed?”

Before Conroy could answer, Ian opened the door and stepped inside, a heavy look on his face. “How’s our boy?”

“Doctor says he’ll be fine.” Sarah tilted her head slightly. “Mary?”

Ian simply nodded. “Better. She made eye contact with me today.”

“That’s good,” Conroy said. “If she’s recognizing people, that’s a good sign.”

Ian took a breath and nodded. “Yeah.” Ian changed the subject. “Shelly?”

Sarah looked at Conroy, who simply shook his head. “Pendleton says she’s fine, at least physically.”

“The rest will follow, I’m sure of it. I doubt she got a close enough look, not like…” Ian lowered his head, his face scrunched up. “This was a bad one, huh?”

Conroy nodded. “Worst I’ve seen. The house was full of type twos.”

“You should’ve been there, Uncle.”

Conroy snorted. “I’m glad I wasn’t, grunt.”

“How’d you get rid of them?” Ian asked.

“John managed to bypass the type twos in the house itself,” Conroy said. “As did Shelly shortly thereafter. They seemed too afraid to go into the basement. When Pan returned to the Other, that burst of energy either destroyed them or drove them outside into the sunlight, which killed them. They’re still doing a damage assessment, but it looks like it’s over.”

“And the mechanism?” Ian asked. “Government has it, don’t they?”

“Yeah.” Conroy pointed outside the room with his thumb. “Pendleton’s having it taken to Camp Hero in Montauk. It’s the most secure facility available to us.”

“Pendleton.” Sarah smiled in spite of herself. “He put on a good act.”

“Yeah.” Conroy took in a deep breath. “Damn. I knew Ambrose for years. He was an ass, but I never guessed…”

“Yeah, me neither,” Ian said. “Still would’ve liked to have seen the machine up close before it got dragged away.”

Conroy tapped his phone in his jacket pocket. “Managed to get a few pictures and e-mailed them to David.”

“Yeah, I saw those.” Ian wagged his finger at Conroy. “You know, it’s weird. The layout of the machine looks like some of the circles that witches use when contacting the Other.” 

“The Primordium,” Sarah said. When Ian shook his head at her, she explained. “That’s what Pan called the Other.”

Ian thought for a moment. “Makes sense. Primordium is a beginning. There’s a legend that all life started in the Other.”

“Pan would have known,” Conroy said.

“Yeah.” Ian stared at Andrew for a few seconds. “Do you think Montauk could’ve stopped Pan from getting the device?”

“I don’t think anything could’ve stopped him,” Conroy said. “But the Montauk facility can stop most other things, even type threes. And it’s better than anything we have here.”

“I hope so.” Ian frowned and sighed. “Didn’t that Carl guy record the whole thing?”

“In a manner of speaking.” Conroy glanced over at Sarah, who had gone back to gazing at Andrew. “The SRTs got the Internet shut down for the whole neighborhood for an hour, so nothing bad went out. I don’t know about the cameras, though.”

“They’ll get some audio, and that’s it.” Sarah ran her hand along Andrew’s cheek before turning to face Conroy and Ian. “Carl pointed the cameras at the walls and ceiling in a way that Pan wouldn’t notice.”

Ian nodded. “Nice. He should work for you guys.”

“Government reps are reading him the riot act as we speak,” Conroy said. “We’ll see after that.”

“I don’t think it would’ve mattered,” Sarah said.

Conroy tilted his head. “What do you mean?”

“Pan just wanted everyone to see him ascend, to become ‘the god of gods,’ as he put it.” She shifted in her chair. “He knew that we believed the more who saw the Other, the more power would come into the world, but he said it wasn’t true.”

“Really?” Ian rubbed his chin. “That’s very interesting, actually.”

“Think it’s true?” Conroy asked.

“He’s a god. Or was. He’d know.” Ian thought about it for another minute before speaking. “At any rate, I suppose they’re covering it all up. Any idea what the cover story is?”

Conroy shook his head. “I’m sure they have one, though. They usually come up with one pretty quick.”

Ian’s shoulders shook as he chuckled, but he wasn’t smiling. “And that’s why I quit working for the government.”

The door opened, and David entered. He nodded at Ian, who returned the nod. 

David’s expression told Sarah all she needed to know, but she asked anyway. “Shelly?”

“No change, I’m afraid.” He put his hand to his face for a moment and then cleared his throat. 

“She’s strong,” Conroy said. “Give it time.”

“Yes, of course.” David cleared his throat. “Well, it appears several senators and other so-called important types were seeing leaving DIA en masse.”

“Guess that makes the crisis officially over,” Sarah said.

John entered the room, letting the door shut itself behind him. Everyone remained quiet, keeping their eyes on him. Sarah wanted to say something, but it wouldn’t help. If she had lost Andrew, she wouldn’t want to be comforted. But Shelly wasn’t dead.

John shut the door behind him, ignoring everyone as he watched Andrew. “How is he?”

“They have him sedated,” Sarah said when no one else spoke. “I think… They think he’ll be fine.” She chewed her lip for a moment before speaking. “John, I—”

“I know. Thanks.” Before Sarah could say more, John spoke to Ian. “Did you hear about what happened?”

“Yeah.” Ian looked at Sarah. “Weird how he wanted you and that teenager. What’s her name?”

“Samantha,” Sarah said. “Downright frightening is what it was.”

“I bet.” Ian cleared his throat. “Mary and I wondered about you after the whole thing at the apartment.”

Sarah let her breath out. Everyone knew, but that didn’t upset her anymore. She just wished she understood the power inside her. Even more, she wished it would go away. “Yeah, sudden nocturnal emissions are a bit embarrassing. Know what I mean?”

Ian chuckled. “I knew I’d like you. In all seriousness, we should sit down and go over this at some point.”

“Go over it how?” David looked at Ian sideways. “You’re not thinking of training Sarah, are you?”

“Whoa.” Sarah held up her hands. “No offense, but I don’t want to be the good witch of the west.”

Ian held up his hands. “I understand. And that’s cool. But you and Samantha have access to tremendous power. It’d be a good idea for both of you to learn how to use it effectively instead of waiting for it to erupt at random.”

Sarah shrugged. “Later, though.”

“Sure.” Ian looked at David. “Look, I know you’re not fond of people playing with power from the Other, but one day, power will return. People like Mary and me will need to teach people how to use it. We can’t afford to forget that knowledge.”

“Yes.” David pursed his lips. “You’re right, of course. I suppose I just worry about the consequences.”

Ian put a hand on David’s shoulder. “I know what you mean, brother.” He gestured outside the room. “I’m going to see Mary again.” He nodded at Sarah. “I hope your man gets better soon.”

“Thanks.” My man. Sarah liked the sound of that.

Ian stepped outside. When the door closed, John spoke. “It’s weird not having Earl around anymore.”

Conroy nodded gently. “John, I—”

John held up his hand. “I’ll have my AAR in your hands tomorrow morning.”

David shook his head. “The after-action report can wait, John.”

“No.” John balled up his hands. “No, I think I should… I think…” He turned and touched the door handle then turned again. “This is…”

David put his hand on John’s arm. “John, you should be with Shelly.”

“I will.” John gritted his teeth. “But we have to look into this. We—”

“It helps to be with her,” Conroy said.

“Helps her?” John looked at Conroy. “Or me?” He pushed away from David, staring at the ground. “I’ve known you a long while, David. Just come out and say it.”

David folded his hands. “Very well. I think we should discuss her living will.”

“No.” John shook his head slowly. “That won’t be necessary.”

David removed his hand. “I’m sorry, John. I think it’s important. We all signed one, and—”

“I said no!” John clenched his teeth and struggled to calm down. “I’m not giving up.”

“Neither are we.” Conroy stood slowly. “Accessing her living will doesn’t mean we’re giving up on her.”

“Glad to hear it.” John took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “I’m not looking at her living will when she’s only been here for four hours.”

David spoke in a low voice. “John, we both understand the situation. If she recovers—”

John spun on David. “If?”

“When she recovers.” Conroy held up his hands. “John, look, David’s right. I think we should contact RoSo’s attorney and—”

John held up his hands. “No. Not now. There’s no reason to right now.”

David took a step toward him. “John—”

“John’s right.” Sarah stood, drawing everyone’s attention. “John’s right. We have time still for all of that.” She looked at John. “I get it. Even a week ago, I might’ve agreed with everyone else, but I get it now.” She touched his hand. “To hell with the living will. Just go be with her. She’s going to be okay. Have faith.”

John stared at her for a moment. He sniffed and rubbed his eyes. “All right.” His voice was just a whisper. Without looking at anyone else, he left the room. The only sound was the beeping of the machines connected to Andrew.

David broke the silence. “We should go.” He glanced at Conroy and made a small motion with his chin. “We’ll be back.”

Conroy stood and went to Sarah. He wrapped his arms around her in a big bear hug. It felt wonderful. 

“We’ll be back later, okay?” he said.

“Okay,” she said. Conroy released her and left with David. She waited for the door to close before climbing into bed next to Andrew. Careful of his IV, she snuggled close to him. His breathing was steady and strong. For the first time in months, her anxiety left her completely.

A twinge of guilt passed through her. Shelly hadn’t made it, but that would change in time.

“Is that look of worry for me?” Andrew’s voice nearly made her jump. 

“No.” She winced. “I mean—”

“Good.” Andrew turned his head toward her. “Because I’m fine.”

Sarah nuzzled her nose under his chin. “You better be. And Shelly too.”

Andrew was silent for a moment before answering. “She’s strong, and she knows what to expect. She’ll be fine. Have faith.” He hesitated. “What about you?”

She was about to say she was fine but stopped herself. Instead, she told the truth. “I have an appointment next week.”

“You mean…?”

“A therapist. Here in the hospital.” She gently tilted her head from side to side. “Shelly set it up, remember?” She sighed. “And she’s right. I should get help.”

Andrew smiled and kissed her cheek. “I’m proud of you.”

“For what?”

“That you can admit when you need help.” He gave a little shrug. “It’s hard to do. I know.”

“Yeah, well, it’s your responsibility to give me a ride home.”

“Sure. Know where my ride is?”

Sarah wrinkled her brow. Is it still in Morrison, or did someone tow it? Before she could think about it further, the door opened. Sarah sat up, careful of the IV. She didn’t care if anyone saw, but she thought separating herself from him in the presence of others would be polite.

“Oh my.” Samantha leaned inside, wearing a hospital gown over a T-shirt and jeans. She took a quick look outside before letting the door shut. “Sorry.”

“No worries.” Andrew shifted in his bed, wincing. “How are you?”

Samantha stood in front of the closed door, staring at the two of them. She wasn’t wearing shoes, only socks. “Not good. You?”

Andrew nodded. “Better, thanks.”

“I’m sorry about your parents,” Sarah said.

She turned her lips inward, grasping the edges of her smock. “Mom and Dad were always angry, like they hated the world. I wish they could’ve been happy before…” She stared at the floor for a moment before looking at them again. “Sorry about your friend, but she’ll be fine. Mary too.”

“That’s good to hear,” Andrew said. “How do you know?”

“I just do.” She gazed around the room as she strolled toward Sarah. “Sometimes I just know things. I don’t know why.”

“The same way you knew about Pan?” Sarah asked. “And how to beat him?”

“Monsters don’t like happy thoughts.”

Sarah nodded, though she didn’t really understand how Samantha knew those things. “You channeled power, didn’t you? You channeled it into Pan. How’d you do that?”

“Feedback. I short-circuited him.” She thought for a moment. “That’s the best way I can put it.”

“And you just knew this.” Andrew started to sit up but grunted in pain and sank back into the bed. “Instinctively?”

Samantha blinked, looking around as if someone else was in the room. She took three quick steps to Sarah and touched her shoulder. “Someone told me.”

“Who?” Sarah asked.

She shook her head. “He tells me things.” She looked up suddenly, catching her breath. “Someone’s coming. I have to go.” She turned and scampered toward the door.

“Wait.” Sarah started after her. “Whose voice are you hearing?”

“I don’t know.” She had her hand on the door handle, gripping it so tightly her knuckles turned white. She stared at Sarah, breathing heavily. “I swear, I don’t know. I—”

“Hey, it’s okay.” Andrew smiled at her. “You can trust us.”

“I know. It’s just…” She looked up again. “I said I don’t know the voice. I don’t.” She opened the door and stepped outside. “Everyone’s going to be okay. And both of you too. I… I just know.” The door closed behind her.

After a moment, Sarah spoke. “Think she’s all right?”

“Hard to say,” Andrew said. “Sometimes people who see too much of the Other display symptoms similar to schizophrenia. Shelly would…” He took a deep breath. “Well, she would know.”

“Yeah.” Sarah lay down next to Andrew again as he wrapped his arm around her. “But how’d Samantha know?”

 “Well, if Samantha is just imagining that voice,” Andrew said, “then how’d she know how to defeat Pan?”

Sarah thought about it for a moment. “So she’s not crazy.”

“Can’t say for certain,” Andrew said. “Maybe someone’s feeding her cheat codes on life. Maybe she just got lucky and did the right thing.”

“You think it’s just luck?” Sarah asked. 

He didn’t answer. 

“Yeah, me neither.”

“And that’s what we call faith.”

Sarah stared at him for a moment, her heart still fluttering. Will that ever stop? Finally, she sighed and nuzzled closer to him, smiling. Everything would be fine, in time. She knew it would. She could feel it.

 

~~~

 

John sat next to Shelly on a wooden bench. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d watched the sunset together.

A few other patients wandered around the facility’s garden, but most had headed indoors. Most patients rarely came outside so close to nightfall. Close by, but not too close, orderlies waited in case the darkness upset Shelly. The idea of Shelly being out so close to dark didn’t thrill the doctors, but John gave them little choice. 

“Been a while since we did this,” he said.

Shelly stared blankly at the ground, giving no sign she had heard him or noticed the setting sun before them. Not good signs. “As I recall, I wanted to go to Miami for our honeymoon. But you wanted to stay in Estes Park. I didn’t know why at the time until sunset.”

He nudged closer to her and removed a strand of hair from her face. Again, she didn’t react. Patience, he reminded himself. He pushed aside his memories of those who had been in the Morrison facility for years.

The nearby orderlies stared at the setting sun and then at each other. They were good people, but he still didn’t want to see them restrain her. He’d fight them if he had to.

The bottom edge of the sun touched the Rockies. The sun set quickly in Colorado. In moments, darkness would fall, and Shelly would either be fine, or she would wind up screaming in terror. The latter possibility made him want to take her inside right then and there, but he resisted.

The sun was halfway gone, lengthening the shadows. Lamps along the building had already switched on. “Remember our honeymoon? We were both happier back then. We’ll feel like that again. I promise.”

He nearly jumped when her fingers touched his hand. She wrapped her hand around his and gripped tightly.

“Honeymoon.” Her voice was a whisper. She had turned her head to look at him.

John’s eyes welled up. “That’s right.” He squeezed her hand. “I’ll always be here. No matter what. Nothing in or out of this world will change that.”

Slowly, her lips curled into a smile, and then she rested her head on his shoulder. The shadows grew longer as the sun dipped below the Rockies. Shelly didn’t move, not even a shudder, as the darkness surrounded them, broken only by the lamps along the garden paths. They waited until the light from the setting sun had faded completely, just as they had in the years following their wedding. John let his breath out slowly.

Sarah was right. Everything was going to be okay.


The “Denver Incident” mentioned by characters is described in the short novel Goodbye Sunshine, available on Amazon.
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