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CHAPTER ONE
AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY

It's a tombstone.

The notion came out of nowhere; seeping into his consciousness the
way fog sweeps off the sea on a cool summer evening, insidiousty
sliding into the center of his thoughts. Once there, it stuck hard and
fast. The stone did, indeed, resemble a gravestone. The outer edges
had been beveled at a slight angle, giving it a simple yet unmistakable
sense of dignity. It had also been sealed to the dirt floor with mortar.

Ifit was a tombstone, then whose was it?
Why put it here, hidden beneath a river?

It just didn't make sense. Staring at it, Jake decided it had been a
difficult afternoon. This latest addition to his troubles had started fifteen
minutes ago, with Rick's arrival in his trailer.
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"We need you in the cellar, boss."

"What the hell for, Rick?" Jake Caruso replied without turning. ""You
know Blake wants these estimates finished before two o'clock. I don't
have time to look at every little thing that goes wrong. That's why [
appointed you foreman, remember?" Jake was tired; the work had
been going well, but Blake was on his back about even the tiniest
details. It was starting to get to him. Why can't the man just back off
and let me do my job? Jake wondered, not for the first time.

Rick’s reply surprised him. "I know boss, but I think you'd better come
on down. It's important.”

His solemn tone was what caught Jake's attention. Turning away from
the work before him, Jake looked at Rick and started in surprise. His
friend's lips were pressed tightly together. The tension in his jaw was
easy to see despite the man's effort to hide it. His usually ruddy face
had gone the sickly gray of anchovies and the cheerful light in his eyes
had dulled to a lusterless sheen.

Jake's aggravation with the interruption vanished. Rick was the
perpetual optimist. For him to look this bad could only mean that
something major had gone wrong, Images of bloodied flesh raced
through Jake's mind with visions of men crushed by powerful tools.

"What happened? Somebody hurt? Should I call an ambulance?" Jake
asked, reaching for the phone.

Rick held up his hands in a placating gesture. "No need for that.
Nobody's been hurt. The crew in the basement found something I think
you should look at, that's all."



That was it. When pressed for more details, Rick refused to say
anything more.

Tossing his pen aside and running a hand through his already
disheveled hair, Jake agreed to go look.

The two men left the trailer and crossed the lawn to the wide veranda
that encircled the house. Climbing the steps, they entered through the
front door. Moving along the foyer, they passed through the dining
room, the butler's pantry, and then down the flight of servants' stairs
that led into the basement where Jake's crew had been working for
several days.

The home’s original owner had made use of the land’s natural features,
routing a nearby stream directly through the cellar. The stream’s steady
flow turned a large waterwheel, which in turn generated electricity for
the estate. Ultimately, the owner’s eccentricity had caused more harm
than good, for over the years the stream had back up and pooled in
the building’s basement. Now it was nothing more than a deep stagnant
pool.

Blake, the present owner, had decided that the cellar was to become a
wine storing area. Jake's men had dammed what was left of the stream
out on the east side of the property earlier in the week and had spent
the last two days pumping the last of the water out of the cellar. The
streambed would be filled with concrete and a foundation laid for the
hardwood floors, as Blake had requested.

As they descended the flight of rickety old steps, the smell of mildew
and rot wafted up toward them It reminded Jake of childhood days
spent hunting crayfish in swampy creek beds. The stench in here was



the same. At the base of'the stairs he paused and surveyed the job his
men had done. Bright lights had been erected to illuminate the area and
in their harsh glare Jake judged the height the water had risen over the
years by the dark stain left on the wall. Beneath this mark, layers of
green slime and algae still hung, shimmering in the light. The air was
heavy with dampness, making Jake feel as if he were walking through
a vertical curtain of dew. He could see the wide trench that extended
from one side of the house to the other, neatly bisecting it before
disappearing out the opposite side. Rick led him over to the edge and
pointed down.
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Now, staring at the stone, Jake realized that Rick was speaking,

"...the last few inches of water about an hour ago, and I sent a few of
the men into the trench to start widening it out. I was hoping we'd be
able to start laying the pipe for the drainage system this afternoon, then
we uncovered this thing."

Jake's gaze had not left the stone. He guessed it to be about six feet
long and three feet wide. One corner had been chipped away,
exposing an open space beneath and revealing that the stone was at
least several inches thick.

"l had one of my men break it open just to make sure it wasn't an old
storeroom or well shaft. When I saw what it really was, I didn't want
to touch anything else until you'd had a chance to take a look," Rick
said, handing a flashlight to Jake.



Jake took the flashlight and jumped down into the trench, moving
closer to the stone. The muck at the bottom of the trench sucked at
the soles of his shoes and coated them with a foul-smelling mud. He
didn't care; his interest was on the slab of stone before him. Bending
down beside it, he ran his hand along the surface where the men had
cleaned off the layers of mud that had collected over the years. He
was surprised to find it extremely smooth.

"Don't bother," Rick said from his position above. '"There isn't any
writing on it. I already checked. But take a peek into the hole beneath
it."

Jake flipped on the flashlight and shone its beam down into the
darkness beneath the slab. The light pierced the gloom that was lurking
there, giving him a clear view of what lay beyond.

He realized what it was that had upset his foreman.
Stone stairs lay just beneath the stone.

Leading down.

Deeper into the earth.

"What the...?" Jake mumbled to himself: He reached into the opening
with one hand and ran a finger lightly over the top step. It was coated
with a thick layer of dust that stirred slightly with the movement. There
was no sign that any of the water that had lain overhead so long had
seeped through. On a hunch Jake reached sideways and felt the inner
surface of the nearby wall.

That, too, was bone dry.



It also was solid stone.

Jake sat back on his haunches and looked up at Rick. "We can't do
any more work until we check this out. Send a couple of men out to
my truck. There should be some crowbars in the back."

Ten minutes later Jake and Rick were heaving at the edges of the slab
with the help of several others. It was hard work. The stone had laid
there long and was heavy. They wedged several of the bars between
the slab and the stone walls, using the first step as leverage. In that
manner they managed to get enough torque to snap the stone from its
seal. They slid the stone far enough to the side to leave an opening
wide enough to admit a man. The stairs below were clearly revealed.
They could see the steps descended about twenty feet and then
stopped at the opening of another tunnel.

Jake was preparing to go down to investigate when Rick caught his
arm. "Should we be going down there?" he asked.

"Sure. How the hell else are we going to find out what it is?" Jake's
eyes gleamed. Visions of dark caverns and secret chambers danced in
the back of his mind.

That frightened look was back on Rick's face. "I don't know if that's
such a good idea, Jake. We don’t know how safe the tunnel is or what
it might have been constructed for. For all you know it might be the
gravesite of one of Blake’s ancestors. I don’t think the old man would
appreciate you poking around in the family crypt.”

Jake remembered his initial reaction to the stone and a chill raced
through him. What if it was a crypt? Did that make any difference? If
he was going to finish the job, he'd have to discover what lay below



and relay that information to Blake. He couldn't very well go to him
and say they'd stopped working in the cellar because they'd found a
hole in the floor. Blake would be furious. He'd at least need a valid
reason for the delay. He explained as much to Rick, who shrugged and
reluctantly agreed, but the troubled look never left his foreman's face.
Jake knew Rick was just going along because Jake was the boss.
Well, so be it then, he thought. That's the way it is. Jake turned back
toward the steps before him and forgot what Rick was feeling, caught
up as he was in the excitement of exploring the unknown. Jake gingerly
rested one foot on the top step, checking that it would support his
weight. He then stepped down with trepidation, worried about booby
traps and the entire structure’s stability. When nothing happened he
repeated the process, moving down onto the next step and then the
next. Behind him, Rick picked up one of the crowbars and followed.
After the first few steps Jake grew more confident and quickly
descended to the bottom, where he waited for Rick to join him

Together they shone their lights into the darkness of the tunnel ahead.

The passage extended directly ahead, father than the beans of their
flashlights would reach. Jake felt his excitement rise as he stared down
the tunnel.

The air was dry but cold, and Jake was thankful for the sweatshirt he'd
donned before he’d headed out the door. He set off down the tunnel,
with Rick close behind. The tunnel continued for several hundred
yards. About halfvay down its length, it began to rise gradually toward
the surface.

Eventually, their lights revealed a ninety-degree turn. When they
reached it, Jake hesitated a moment, wondering what he might find



around that corner. A strange feeling of unease suddenly crept over
him and the walls seemed to be closing in. He was struck by the urge
to turn around and get out of the tunnel as fast as he could. He was
about to tell Rick they were turning back when his good sense
reasserted itself Go back now? a voice whispered in his mind
derisively. Just because ofa little claustrophobia? I've come this far. I
might as well see what’s on the other side.

No sooner had Jake convinced himself to keep going than Rick spoke
up in a slightly quavering voice, "Jake? Don't you think we should wait
until..."

Jake wasn’t listening.

Intent on what lay ahead, he stepped around the corner.

The tunnel ended some three feet ahead in a perfectly laid wall of
brick.

"What the hell?" Jake stepped forward and slapped the wall with his
hand. A flat sound reached his ears in response.

When Rick caught up, Jake said, "Give me that crowbar, will you?"

Rick handed Jake the crowbar and watched as Jake took a step back
and swung the bar at the wall. It rebounded off the surface and nearly
struck Jake in the face, but he seemed not to notice. He stepped up
and put his ear against the wall, listening,

A frown crossed his face.
He stepped back and swung again.
"Hear that?" he asked.



Rick shook his head.

"There's an echo," Jake told him He struck the wall again, harder. This
time, Rick heard the echo, too.

" think there's another room on the other side of this wall."

By now Rick was getting caught up in the excitement of discovery as
well. "Want me to have the jackhammer brought down?" he asked.

Jake absently handed the crowbar back to Rick as he considered his
next move. More than anything, he wanted to do what his foreman had
suggested. He knew that he shouldn't, however. There could be a
good reason the area had been sealed off. He didn’t want to put
anyone in danger.

He decided it would be best if he checked with Blake first.

Jake let Rick know of his decision and the two men returned the way
they had come.

Leaving Rick to dismiss the men for the day, Jake headed back to his
trailer. Excitement or not, he still had a desk full of paperwork that
needed to be finished before he could call it a day himself

Much to his dismay, he found he couldn't concentrate on the work
before him. His thoughts kept returning to the stone, and the tunnel it
had concealed. Again and again, he found hinself asking the same
question.

What is behind that wall?
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In the darkness, he stirred.

At first, there was just a vague feeling of confusion. Confusion a child
might feel when waking in a strange room in the middle of the night; yet
what was waking here was anything but a child. Against the
disorientation, he fought to hold onto his dreanms. Though dreams were
but a poor substitute for reality, they were all he had. His only
companions. To anyone else, they would have been nightmares; dark
visions of death, gloriously colored with the rich crimson flash of
freshly spilled blood. They were his link to life, his last toehold on the
edge of sanity. Without dreans he would long ago have succumbed to
the fate that his enemy had planned. But then, like now, his desire for
life had been too strong, Long ago, when he'd first felt the crushing
bonds of his prison, when he'd first recognized the true nature of his
imprisonment, he'd retreated into the cold embrace of the darkness
that surrounded him. He surrendered himself to his drears, finding in
them the sanctuary he needed to survive. Over time, he'd forgotten
what was real and what was not, the line between illusion and reality
blurring. He'd come to see his dreams not as a mere reflection of
reality but the very image itself

Then, as the first faint tugs of reality prodded his consciousness, he
fought against them, not yet ready to relinquish that which had kept him
safe from the hateful silence and despair that had surrounded him for
so long,

Then, like the slow trickle of a muddy stream, he began to remember.

Sights and sounds and images from days that had long since fallen into



dust came to him, fragments of a time forever frozen in the depths of
Memory returned.
He awoke.

He moved to leave his prison, only to find that his sentence had not
ended, but had merely been exchanged for another.

He screamed then, a long howling cry that would have been awful to
hear had there been a throat from which it could have issued forth; a
cry filled with such rage and frustration that it would have turned the
listener's blood to ice and bones to stone, had it been possible to hear.

In the midst of that cry, another memory surfaced.

The image of a face formed in the darkness of his mind. The face of
one he had known long ago, the face of the one who had imprisoned
him in the darkness of eternity, the one who had brought him such
misery and pain.

The face of his enemy.

Cold, reptilian reason took over then, strangling his silent cry, shoving
aside his emotions. A calculated cunning immediately set to pondering
his current situation.

Summoning his strength from somewhere deep inside, he sent out his
newly regained senses and discovered something more.

Men were near.

He could sense them, could hear the clank of their tools and the
sounds of their voices. He could feel the minute vibrations that



descended through the earth each time they moved above him

For the first time in countless ages, he began to hope that he might
soon be free. Once he was, nothing would stop him from having
revenge on the one who had imprisoned him

Exerting hinself, he cast his consciousness out firther, out past the
walls of his prison, across the fields just beyond, among the living,
Searching, seeking, briefly touching the minds of all he encountered
before moving on, jumping from one to the next...until at last, strength
deserting him, his consciousness rushed back like the snap of an over-
stretched rubber band.

But in that last nstant, he’d found him.

His enemy was old now, old and frail, no longer the awesome force
that had once defeated him in battle. His foe's powers had waned, the
man’s body had grown feeble with age.

Having expended what little strength he'd had, the beast slipped back
into the restless edge of sleep.

Yet this time, he remained aware.
And in the depths of his inhuman mind, a plan began to form.



CHAPTER TWO
LEGENDS

Fingers flying across the keyboard, Samuel Travers watched the words
appear in neat lines of glowing green script on the screen in front of
him with a deep sense of satisfaction.

He'd been writing since nine o'clock that mormning, a steady five hours
of work. At first it had been difficult, every sentence leaving him
unsatisfied. Nothing seemed to fit, nothing had sounded quite right. The
first half hour had been completely wasted, with nothing to show for it
but halfa pack of cigarette butts in the ashtray beside him In
desperation he’d tried an old writing exercise, copying names out of a
phone book to stimulate creativity, and suddenly the words he'd been
trying to summon together with such difficulty moments before had
flashed into his mind as clearly as if they'd been etched in stone. He'd



given a whoop of delight, swept the phone book onto the floor with a
swing of one arm, and plunged into his tale with reckless abandon.

For the last four hours, his mind racing, his fingers trying desperately to
keep pace with his thoughts, he'd been too absorbed in the crystal
storyline that was flowing out of his head to pay attention to anything
else.

The creative stream was starting to finally wind down. The flood had
become a weak trickle and he knew it wouldn't be much longer before
even that went dry.

It was just about time to call it quits for the day.

‘What he had written today was good. Damn good, he thought. Now if
I can only keep it up until it’s finished. Taking a long drag oft his
cigarette, he cast a silent prayer to the Nine Muses to let him do just
that.

Tipping the scales somewhere around 170, Sam stood just under six
feet, with short curly hair that was slowly receding across his brow and
eyes and hair the color of used motor oil. Sam had taken the less
traveled road after college, going to work as a writer for a company
that produced fantasy role-playing games. Having been in love with the
strange and fantastic for as long as he could remember, the job allowed
himto stay in a world where demons, ghosts, and things that go bump
in the night were a reality, at least on paper. While enjoyable, the hob
didn’t pay that well, so Sam was forced to supplement his income with
a second job at a nursing home in Glendale.

As he sat staring at the pages of the fantasy tale he was in the midst of
writing, his thoughts turned to the latest session of Swords and



Sorcerers that he had scheduled for Jake and Katelynn later that night.
It had been a week since his friends had ventured into that
underground maze beneath Zolthane Mountain that Sam, the
adventure’s writer, had created and named the Crystal Caverns.
Katelynn and Jake often acted as an unofficial test group, working
through his latest creations for their strengths and weaknesses before
Sam sent them off to his editor for production. As usual, Sam was
anxious to return to that fantasy world of imagmation. Last week had
seen Chelmar the Wizard and Alganea the Warrior-Maiden trapped in
a dead-end cavern by a pack of flesh-hungry ghouls. Despite the
week they’d had to ponder the problem, Sam still couldn't see how
Jake and Katelynn were going to get their characters out of their
deadly predicament.

Looks like you might’ve made this one just a hair too difficult, he
thought to himself. If they can’t find their way out of the maze, you're
going to have a lot of rewriting to do.

A quick glance at his watch told him it was just after two. He had
agreed to take a day shift in order to fiee up one of his evenings later
in the week. Doing so also allowed the perfect opportunity to take
Katelynn to work with him that afternoon so that she could interview
Gabriel Armadorian, one of the nursing homes’ patients and Sam’s
friend, for her thesis. Knowing he had to be there by three-thirty, Sam
decided he had just enough time to grab a quick shower and a bite to
eat before going to pick up Katelynn. He saved the fresh text he'd
written on his computer, and then wandered into the kitchen, trying to
hunt up the fixings for a sandwich or two, his thoughts wandering
through the details of that night’s adventure.



He didn't know it then, but before the night was through, Sam would
find himself wrapped up a situation beyond his control, one that would
make those he faced in the twilight realm of his imagination seem
positively dull in comparison.
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Across town, Katelynn Riley was anxiously awaiting her fiiend's
arrival. As was her habit when nervous, she checked through her book
bag once more, assuring herself that she had everything she needed.

Notebook? Check.

Pencils and pens? Check.

Tape recorder? Check.

Tapes and extra batteries, just in case? Check.

That's everything, she thought with satisfaction, and relaxed back into
the chair by the front window where she sat watching for Sam’s car.
He had promised to take her to St. Boniface's today when he went in
for his shift, to introduce her to Gabriel Armadorian, the mirsing home's
oldest patient. He had assured her that the old man was still lucid and
in complete possession of his mental faculties.

From the comments that Sam had made, Katelynn was fairly certain
that Gabriel was privy to a good deal of information that she was
unable to find elsewhere on Sebastian Blake, the man who was the
subject of her thesis. She was eager to sit down with Gabriel to



discuss the issue at length. What a coup it would be for her to uncover
and support information that not even Dr. Hemington, her mentor, had
previously seen.

Ahom sounded from outside, snatching her from her musings. Seeing
Sami's car in the drive, she quickly slipped into her coat, snatched up
her pack and hustled out the door.

"All set?" Sam asked as she settled into the passenger seat.

"Sure am. Thanks a lot for this, Sam." She leaned over and gave hima
quick kiss on the cheek.

He smiled at her in return. The two had known each other for several
years, having enrolled at Benton University at the same time. A chance
introduction had blossomed into a deep friendship that had lasted well
past college. At times Sam found hinself wondering just why it was
that they'd never been more than just friends. Wasn't friendship one of
the most important pillars in the foundation of a relationship? It wasn't
that he didn't find her attractive; he certainly did. She kept herself in
shape with daily workouts of swimming and aerobics, toning her body
without losing its soft feminine curves. Her hair was the color of
chestnuts and curled at the shoulders. Katelynn had a wonderful laugh,
a beautifil smile, and a pert little nose that reminded him of an elf. Sam
knew from past experience that she was kind, caring, and generous.
So why hadn't they fallen in love? Sam figured it was just one of the
great mysteries in life and left it at that. Sometimes it didn't pay to look
too closely at such things. They were friends, and that was what was
important. At least that was what he told himself

Suddenly, Katelynn interrupted his thoughts. "Tell me about Gabriel,



Sam.”

He thought about it for a moment, and then said with a laugh, "I'mnot
sure I can."

Despite all the time they'd spent together, Gabriel was still pretty much
an enignma to him. He had the feeling that the old man would remain
that way no matter how well they got to know each other.

Samremembered the day they had admitted Gabriel to the nursing
home. The stretcher attendants were wheeling him in, his stroke too
recent for him to be mobile, and as they'd passed the nursing desk
were Sam was stationed for the night, the old man had opened his
eyes, looked at him, and said, "Come pay me a visit sometime,
Sammy. I think we've got a lot to talk about." It had taken Sama
minute or two to get over his shock, and by then the group had passed
through the double doors and down the hall to the guest rooms. He'd
wondered how the old man had known his name, and then decided
he'd simply read it off his nametag, But when he'd been changing in the
locker room after his shift, he'd discovered he'd forgotten to put his tag
on that night. There it was, sitting right where he'd left it the night
before, on the top shelf of his locker, the white letters of his name
staring him in the face. Once the shivers had gone away, he'd
convinced himself that one of the attendants must have been playing a
joke on him. Knowing his interest in the supernatural, they'd convinced
the patient to go along and try to give Sama scare. He'd had to admit
it had worked beautifully, and he'd left it at that. But the incident hadn't
left his mind all weekend, and when he'd gone back to work the
following week he'd done just what the man had asked, went and paid
hima vistt.



From that night on, the two of them had been friends.

Knowing Katelynn was patiently waiting for some kind of answer, he
struggled to describe how he felt whenever he was in Gabriel’s
presence.

"You ever notice how they portray grandfathers on television? Nice old
guys who always have the right answer, who can always give the kid
who's the star of the show the right piece of advice?"

Katelynn nodded. She knew exactly what Sam was talking about; her
own grandfather had been just like that. He'd always known when
something was bothering her and had always managed to cheer her up
with just a few words. When he died a few years ago, she thought
she'd never be able to stop crying.

"Well, that's Gabriel. He makes me feel like a kid all over again, awed
and amazed at everything he says. He can take an everyday object and
turn it into something miraculous, just by having you look at it ina
different way." He grinned sheepishly. "Sounds pretty corny, doesn't it?

n

"Not at all. Keep going."

"He seems ancient to me. Totally at one with nature and the world
around him, peacefll, serene, as if nothing could ever faze him. And
he's an incredible storyteller. Sometimes, when I'm working the late
shift and he can't sleep, I'l sit in his room and he'll tell me old legends,
tales filled with wonder and magic, good and evil, tragedy and
happiness.”

They left the town limits and headed west on Route 3, heading down
the side of a mountain to where Glendale lay at the base, fifteen



minutes away. They crossed the covered bridge that spanned the
Quinnepeg River, and a few moments later drove into the town of
Glendale. It was bigger and more industrial than Harrington Falls, less
quaint and more seedy. St. Boniface's, the nursing home where Sam
was employed, was on the far side of town and it took them another
fiteen minutes of fighting the afternoon traftic before they arrived.

Once inside, Sam had Katelynn wait in the lobby while he ran
downstairs to the locker room, changed into his uniform, and clocked
in his time card. When he returned he led her upstairs to the third floor.
Mr. Armadorian was in room 310, at the end of a long L-shaped
corridor.

Outside the door Sam said, "[ told him you were coming, but just in
case he's asleep why don't you wait here a sec and let me go in alone."

Katelynn nodded and stepped back to comply, but a voice called out
to them from inside the room. "Are you two going to stand out there all
day, or are you coming in to keep an old man company?"

Sam grinned, shrugged his shoulders, and led Katelynn inside.

The first thing Katelynn noticed were his eyes. A clear robin's egg
shade of blue, they seemed to gaze out at her with the open wonder of
a child. They were eyes she'd often read about but never actually
encountered; mesmerizing eyes, eyes that seemed to see right through
a person. If it wasn't for the obvious kindness that poured out of them
in waves, their impact would have been quite frightening. As they were,
they made her feel warm and welcome.

Once she could tear her gaze away from Gabriel’s, she noticed his skin
was a burnished shade of copper, his face so lined with cracks and



creases that it reminded her of a well-worm piece of leather. His hair
was long and white, flowing over his shoulders in a long snowy mane,
receding only a little despite his obvious age. He smiled at her scrutiny.
"Sammy," he said, reaching out and clasping his friend's hand in
greeting with both of his own. "I've been waiting for you, just like we
agreed." Gabriel let go and turned to face Katelynn. "And this must be
the young lady my friend has been telling me about lately."

"Katelynn Riley," she told him, turning to shake hands. His hand was
thin and seemed fragile, but his skin was rough with years of hard
work and his grip was still surprisingly strong. She noticed that he was
dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a blue chambray shirt that hung
loosely on his thin frame. His feet, propped up on the end of the bed,
were clad in a pair of soft suede moccasins.

"Please, sit with me, here by the window," he said, indicating several
chairs that had been set up by the large window that formed most of
the wall in front of the bed. "I was just enjoying the warmth of the
afternoon sun."

Having been there countless times, Sam had already taken a seat, but
Katelynn paused a moment to look around, taking in the austerity of
the man's living space. She had glanced into several other rooms on the
way up, and she knew that this was not the normal decor. The only
furniture in the room besides the bed and chairs was a nightstand that
appeared to have been hewed by hand from one solid piece of wood.
It was rough and unfinished, but its very simplicity seemed to give it a
wholesomeness that a perfectly stained piece would never have
possessed. The walls were plain white plaster, unpainted, unadorned
except for an intricate macramé design that looked to her like some



kind of bird rising out of a fire.

‘When she turned away from the wall hanging, Katelynn found Gabriel
watching her. She smiled shyly, and he gestured with one hand,
indicating with a smile of his own that she should join Sam and him at
the window. The three of them sat together in silence for a time, letting
the heat of the sun warm the chill from their bones. Eventually Gabriel
turned to her and said, "Sammy thinks that I may be of some help to
you?"

"Yes," she replied eagerly, leaning forward in her chair, anxious now to
get down to business. "I'm employed as a teaching assistant while I
work toward my doctorate in sociology at Benton University. I’ve
been doing a thesis on the dynamics of commumnities that arise from
one central, familial influence. The impact of the Blake’s family fortune
on the rise of Harrington Falls has been a perfect model. Samtells me
that your family had some association with the Blakes in the past and I
thought you might have some nformation that might add some local
color to my work."

He nodded, a curious expression on his face. 'T'd be delighted to help
if I can, but most of what I know would be second or third hand
information."

"That won’t be a problem I"ve been focusing lately on the figure of
Sebastian Blake, including the circunstances that surrounded his final
disappearance from this area. Anything you can tell me about him
would be a great help, since I've managed to uncover next to nothing,"
As she spoke, Katetynn delved into her bag for her notebook and pen,
while at the same time surreptitiously turning on her tape recorder. She
left the recorder inside the bag so as not to make Gabriel



uncomfortable. When she straightened, she found the atmosphere in
the roomhad changed, the air suddenly charged with tension. The old
man was staring at her intently, a strange look on his face. This time she
could feel that his expression was one of fear.

"Why would a pretty young woman like you want to know about a
man like him?" Gabriel asked in a soft, quiet voice that somehow
carried far more force than his earlier exuberance.

A sudden thrill went through Katelynn, the one that told her she was on
to something. Easy girl, she told herself, not wanting to ruin things by
being hasty. Mindful of the old man's reaction, she answered carefully,
"Well, the Blake family has had a tremendous affect on the
development of this region. Since so much has been done on the other,
more notable members of the familly, particularly Elijah and Nathaniel,

I wanted to stay away fiom them and choose a lesser-known figure.
My early research uncovered very little information on Sebastian,
Elijah's younger brother, and so I decided to find out why. The more I
looked, the less I found and the more curious I becane."

"And now, like a child with a lost treasure map, you just can't seemto
put it down," Gabriel said gently, almost remorsefully, in reply.

She nodded in agreement.

He turned away, staring off into space, as if considering whether or

not he was going to help her. His hands, idle until now, were suddenly
in motion as he began wringing them together in an outward expression
of some internal conflict. This went on for several long moments as
Katetynn and Sam each sat holding their breath wondering what had
so upset the man. Finally, he seemed to return to hinself and looked



over at them. Turning to Sam he said, "Shut the door, Sammy."

Katelynn watched as Sam conplied, and on his face she could see an
expression of bewilderment that probably matched her own. Her
feeling of excitement was growing. The old man was acting as if he
was about to impart national security secrets, and that could only mean
that he knew something good.

Gabriel waited until Sam had resumed his seat and then addressed
Katelynn. "There is no way I can turn you from this course and suggest
you choose another?"

Katelynn shook her head. I’ve done too much work now as it is, spent
too many hours combing dusty works in the back shelves of the
library, all to no avail. Now, when I finally stumble onto something, he
wants e to give it up? Not a chance!

He nodded again, as if her answer was what he had expected. "Tell
me what you know," he said.

Katelynn took a deep breath to hide her excitement and began.
"Besides the general facts like his parentage and where he was
educated, not much. I do know that he was a loner, almost the exact
opposite of his brother Elijah, and he got into trouble with the
authorities on more than one occasion while he was growing up. He
left Harrington Falls to attend school in Boston and then spent many
years overseas.”

“Sounds fairly normal to me,” Sam said.

“To an extent,” Katelynn agreed. “He returned some years later a
changed man, however. The wild attitude of his childhood had been
replaced by an intense studiousness that seemed to please everyone.



He's mentioned several times in historical documents of various types
after his return, attending a town meeting here, appearing at a dinner
engagement there, just as you would expect froma wealthy member of
one of the town's founding famillies. But soon after that, the world
seems to have lost track of him. Right up until the spring of 1760 he's

a fairly prominent figure, but then there's nothing, After 1760, there isn't
a single mention of him anywhere I looked." She sighed in
exasperation.

"The various family histories seem to ignore the question of what
happened to himas well. I couldn’t even find a record of his death.

Unconsciously, she shivered. "It's as if he fell off the face of the earth
and no one noticed that he was gone."

Next to them, Sam listened to her litany, fascinated. It was all news to
him He'd heard the man's name mentioned once or twice in the past
and seemed to remember something about there once having been a
statue of him in the town square that had been torn down for some
reason. He was beginning to feel the same sense of mystery that had
mfected Katelynn.

It was obvious that Gabriel was troubled by what she was saying. Sam
had known the man too long not to recognize the subtle clues; the
changed look down in the depths of his eyes, the nervous tick of his
little finger. He was upset, and for a moment Sam was certain he
wouldn't tell them anything, Then Gabriel turned and looked out the
window, gathering his thoughts. Sam had seen the same expression
whenever the old man was getting ready to tell one of his tales of the
mystical past.



"Sebastian Blake," Gabriel said softly, as if tasting the words on the tip
of his tongue and finding them bitter. "I haven't thought of him in many
years. And with good reason; he was not the type of man one allows
into his thoughts lightly." He turned to face them, and they both saw
that a sadness had descended over him, a blanket of weighted sorrow
that for the first time made him seem old in spirit as well as body.

He went on, "The natives of this country believe that when the Great
Spirit made this world, he populated it with many strange and
wondrous creatures, some good, some bad. One of these was
Coyote."

Katelynn glanced over at Sam, and by the look on her face he could
tell she was wondering what on earth this had to do with Sebastian
Blake. Gabriel had his own way of telling a tale, and Sam had learned
long before that it was no use trying to hurry him along. He'd tell it his
way, in his own good time, and that was that. Besides, Sam reflected,
he always said things for a specific reason, and what at first seemed
trivial was often important later in the tale. He calmed her with a subtle
motion of his hands.

Gabriel was still speaking, and Sam refocused his attention. "Coyote is
one of the great spirits of the Indians. According to legend, he taught
man many things; the use of clay to make pots, the way to make mats
from the reeds that grew by the river's edge. The arts and crafts of the
People that have been preserved from the beginnings have all been
taught to them by Coyote, according to their beliefs. Yet, Coyote had
two faces, and it wasn't long before the People realized this. At heart
he was a bullying, greedy trickster. He would roam among the People
mn a formnone could see, and he would wreak havoc whenever he



found the opportunity."

Gabriel looked directly into Katelynn's eyes, and for a moment she
was frightened of the old man, so forceful was the strength of his gaze.
"The man you speak of was much the same way, but it took those who
lived beside him much longer to recognize him for what he truly was."

It took her a moment, but she at last found her voice. "So he wasn't the
Mr. Nice Guy that he appeared to be when he returned from Europe?"

"Outwardly, he was. But it's not what a man is on the outside that
divines his essential nature, but what he is in here,” one long thin finger
touched the center of his chest, "that makes him who he is. In the heart
of Sebastian Blake, there was nothing but darkness."

The sun went behind a cloud then, as if echoing Gabriel's words. Sam
was struck by the uncomfortable feeling that it was hiding, not wanting
its precious light to be sullied by what they were saying. The old man
nust have felt it, too, for he looked toward the sky, and then nodded,
as if the sun's behavior was entirely appropriate to the moment.

"My great grandfather used to speak of him when I was a boy, passing
on tales he had learned from his father before him. A wise man was my
great grandfather, wiser than I can ever hope to be, I suspect. From
him 1 learned many things about the true nature of the world. But of
everything he ever taught me, the most important was this: evil walks in
the world, under many faces and many forns, in sunlight or in
darkness." His gaze lost its focus, as if he had turned it inward, down a
road neither of them could see. "l don't think I ever really understood
what he meant, until I met Sebastian Blake."

The last was said in a near whisper, and it took a moment for Katelynn



to realize just what it was that he had said. When she did, she spoke
without thinking, "Oh, come on! Met him? That would mean you'd
have to be over two hundred years old!"

The tone of her voice brought Gabriel out of his reminiscing with a
start. He appeared confused for a moment, and then smiled gently. "A
figure of speech, of course. Knowing about him was as close as |
would ever want to come to meeting him, I assure you." His grin
widened, and he winked at her. "Then again, maybe I am over two
hundred years old. But I bet I don't look a day over seventy-five,

right”
Katelynn grinned back to acknowledge the joke, and relaxed. For a
minute she'd thought the old man wasn't nearly as Iucid as he seemed.

"Blake was a man who searched for forbidden learnings, for
knowledge that was best left far from the eyes and ears of man.
Instead of embracing the philosophies and teachings that had brought
Man out of the Dark Ages and into the modern world, he sought after
ancient beliefs and legends, delving into areas of darkness, seeking the
company of the Dark Ones."

"You mean the Devil?" Sam asked excitedly.

Katelynn cast hima sour look. She was here to do some serious
research for her thesis, and she didn't want to waste time indulging
Sami's love of the fantastic. Ifhe wanted to think that devils and
demons and things with a thousand legs haunted the dark and forgotten
places of the world, that was fine, but she didn't want it interfering with
what she'd come here to accomplish.

He didn't seem to notice her look, and neither did Gabriel, for he



turned to reply to the question.

"Not exactly, Sam. At least not in the way that you mean. You've got to
remember that this was in the early days of this settlement. The people
who had come here had fled the Old Country out of a desire to
escape religious persecution. For them, belief in God and the Devil
was not just something to indulge in when they felt like it, as so many
of today's religions have become. For them, it was a question of
eternal salvation or damnation. But Blake wasn't interested in that
limited view of the universe. He looked beyond that, to an older and
darker view of the universe, and sought to recapture the power that
the ancients supposedly had through their rituals and ceremonies."

Katelynn interrupted him before he could go any further in his
explanation. "Wait a minute!" she said sharply, her mild irritation at
Sami's question having rapidly grown into annoyance with Gabriel's
response to it. "Are you trying to tell us that Sebastian Blake practiced
witchcraft?"

"Dark Magic might be a more appropriate term for it, but yes, that is
what [ am telling you," he answered simply, the congenial expression
never leaving his face.

"Cool!" Sam exclaimed happily. When he'd agreed to bring Katelynn in
to see Gabriel, he'd expected to sit through a long conversation about
a guy who'd long since turned to dust and who’d led a life so boring
that no one even remembered him. Now all of a sudden they were
talking about something that was right up his alley; a real, live warlock,
right here in his own town!

Katelynn, however, was far from thrilled at the news. "I'msorry; but I



just can't believe that," she said.

"Why not?" Gabriel asked, a playful smile on his lips and a twinkle in
his eye.

His expression just served to aggravate Katelynn further. He was a
nice old man, and probably pretty lonely most of the time. This was
why he liked making up stories to tell Sam while Sam worked the late
shift, only the two of them awake so late at night. He'd probably
misunderstood how serious she was, and having no real information
that could help, had decided to invent some story along the lines of the
ones he told Sam, thinking that this was what she wanted to hear.
She'd come here looking for solid leads to help her, and talk of rituals
and black magic was just going to put her in a foul mood. How gullible
did he think she was?

"Why don't I believe it?" she answered him, the smile on her face as
false as a three-dollar bill. "T'll tell you why I don't believe it. Because
there is no such thing as black magic."

"Are you so sure of that, Katelynn? Has someone actually proven that
such a thing does not exist?"

"Of course not. No reputable scientist would bother with such an
experiment. The idea of magic completely defies what we know of
modern physics. It just can't happen.”

"Ahh, but remember what we are talking about here. We're not
discussing moderm ideas of reality, but the views of those people who
created this town in the late seventeen hundreds. Belief in witchcraft
was a way of life back then, and in just about every small town you
could find some man or woman who was considered a witch or



warlock. Having these individuals run out of town or put to death by
angry mobs in the middle of the night was not uncommon, especially
here in the back woods of New England. Just look at Salem. Do you
really think these people didn't believe in magic?"

Grudgingly, Katelynn had to admit that he was right. When delving into
the past, one had to remember that moderm beliefs and attitudes just
didn't belong. You had to adopt the beliefs of that particular era, or
you would arrive at incorrect conclusions, just as she was doing now.
But what did all this have to do with Blake?

Gabriel was more than happy to let her know. "Blake believed that he
could gain power through the use of black magic, and much of his
public demeanor was just an act, designed to deceive the townspeople
into accepting him back into the fold while his research went on behind
their backs. He scoured every reference he could find, tome after tome
after tome, searching for just the right ritual that would put him in touch
with the dark entities that he believed existed amongst us, hoping to
make use of their power to elevate hinself into a position of
dominance in the community."

"Then, in the early months of 1762, the killings began. The
townspeople at first thought they were accidents, for they had been
cleverly disguised as such. A wagon accident here, a sudden fall froma
horse there, a child lost in the woods and found frozen to death the
next day. But as the year passed, the killings became more frequent.
And more violent. Random accidents could no longer account for what
was happening, and the ravaged conditions of the corpses made the
people begin to suspect that something out of the ordinary was going
on. Then, late in 1763, the killer was discovered."



Katelynn was listening with a skeptical look on her face, but Sam was
completely engrossed in Gabriel's tale, his beliefin every word etched
clearly on his face.

"An anonymous tip sent the local authorities to a small shack on the
woods of the Blake family estate, and there they discovered Sebastian
in the midst of one of his foul rituals. A small child was laid out on an
altar before him as some kind of sacrifice to the powers with whom he
had fallen in league. Before their very eyes, he plunged a knife nto the
young one’s chest and cut out his living heart."

The old man shuddered, and Katelynn found herself involuntarily
replying in kind. One thing she had to give him credit for; Gabriel was a
great storyteller. Whether what he had to say had any basis in fact was
another issue altogether.

"The townsfolk saw no need to wait for a formal trial. They formed a
lynch mob and hanged him on the spot."

"So how come there is no record of any of this?" Katelynn asked,
trying to trip the man up.

He had an answer ready for that as well. "Not wanting to beseech the
Blake family name, or to create a reputation for their newly prospering
town, the village elders agreed to wipe any reference of the event from
the records, and forbade the papers from printing anything concerning
the story, which wasn't difficult, because they were owned by the
Blakes."

"So how am1 going to prove that this actually occurred?" she asked
him

Gabriel sat back and spread his hands, palms up. "I don't know. You're



going to have to figure that one out for yourself. I've told you all that I
know."

Throughout the story Sam had been quiet, but he spoke now. '"They
couldn't have gotten to everyone, Katetynn. There's bound to be
someone who recorded the events. A merchant, or a traveling minister,
maybe even one of the famillies of the victins. At the very least you
should be able to document the number of deaths that occurred at that
time, right?"

Katelynn thought about it for a moment, and then agreed. The town
records should show the death certificates for those years, if they were
still around. If she could substantiate that, she might be able to find
another lead to help her prove the rest. She smilled to herself, surprised
that she was seriously considering the story she'd just heard. The idea
that Blake was consorting with the devil was absurd, but proving the
man had been some kind of a serial killer was not beyond her ability.

She focused her attention back on Gabriel. "Could you tell me any
more about the people who were murdered?" she asked hopefully.

The well of information that Gabriel seemed to possess had apparently
run dry. He didn't know the names of any of the victins, or the dates
on which they had been killed. Nothing except for the fact that it had
started in early 1762 and ended in late 1763. "I'msorry I can't help
you more," he said.

"Oh, that's okay. You've given me a begnning, anyway. ['mnot saying [
believe it, but maybe it's worth looking into."

He smiled at her, and she gave him one of her own, the skepticism
she'd felt earlier in the conversation having dissipated.



They chatted for a few minutes more, and then said their good-byes.
Samhad to start his shift, and Katelynn had to prepare a lesson for the
class she was teaching in the morning, They told Gabriel they'd be
back to see him soon, and stepped out into the hallway.

"What do you think, Katelynn?" Sam asked, as they headed for the
nursing station at the other end of the hall where he was assigned for
the duration of his shift. "Do you think he was telling the truth?"

'T don't know, Sam. It could be that this guy actually was running
around, sacrificing people in the mistaken belief that it could give him
supernatural powers. This was the seventeenth century, after all. Then
again, Gabriel could've just been making it all up in an effort to please
you. It's obvious that he likes you, and if he felt that was the type of
story you were looking for, he might just do it. He's certainly intelligent
enough to pull it off"

'T don't know, Katelynn. Gabriel's never lied to me before and he
certainly understood how important this is to you."

"Only time will tell. Maybe I'll turn something up with a little more
research. In the meantime, I'd better get going."

Sam handed over the car keys. "Pick me up at nine and we'll drive to
Jake's together, okay?"

"Sure thing. See you then," she replied, and headed off down the hall,
throwing one last smile in Sam's direction to show that she didn't think
the whole afternoon had been wasted.

Sam grinned in return and turned back to begin the day's work, but his
mind was on that long forgotten evening in 1763.
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At the other end of the hall, the one calling himself Gabriel sat staring
mnto the distance, his eyes unfocused and dreamy. The voice of the
beast was in the back of his mind, as it had been throughout the
nterview, whispering to him all the awful ends it had devised for him in
its long years of confinement. It had been easier to ignore it when he
had his two young friends in the roomto talk to, taking his mind off
what the beast was saying, but now with them gone, it was harder to
shut it out. He listened closely for a moment, trying to gauge if it had
grown any stronger, but being unable to do so, he tuned it out. He
didn't want to listen to that vile voice any longer.

He was worried. He was no longer the man he'd once been. His
power was waning quickly, his body at last had grown old and tired.
He'd assumed the Nightshade's prison would hold him indefinitely, but
in that he'd been wrong. He should never have had that much pride in
his own abilities. The beast was awake, and before long he knew it
would be free as well.

Then it would come for him
He had no doubts as to what would happen when it did.

He had one last hope, however. The seeds of his plan had already
been planted. Sam was a good listener, and mixed within the stories he
had been telling were grains of truth. He trusted that the boy would be
smart enough to tell one from the other when the time was right.



The girl was a different story. He could tell she was skeptical of the
tale he had told, and it would be questionable whether she would be
able to overcome that skepticism in time to help Sam with what
needed to be done. But overcome it she must, for Sam could not face
this alone.

Gabriel decided to nudge her along the right path.

Rising from his bed, he crossed to the dresser and opened the bottom
drawer. Beneath several old sweaters was a locked strongbox. He
removed the box and placed it on top of the dresser.

Inside were the odds and ends that he had accumulated over the years;
mementos of special moments and personal interests. One of these
was a necklace of gold from which hung a crimson stone, wrapped in
a piece of soft cloth. It had been fashioned years before by his
eneny’s ally and Gabriel had taken possession of it following his
victory over them. It was a commumication device of sorts, for the right
kind of individual, and Gabriel had little doubt that Katelynn fit the
mold.

Gabriel reached for the phone. His first call went to directory
assistance where he obtained Katelynn’s address. His second call was
to a courier service, with whom he made arrangements to have the
necklace picked up and delivered.

Ifhe was right, it wouldn’t be long before Katelynn was involved in his
plan whether she wanted to be or not.

It was unfair, but necessary.

With each passing day the beast was growing stronger, coming that
much closer to escaping.



Gabriel knew it would not be long.
His task finished, he began to pray.

CHAPTER THREE
BLAKE

As Jake drove his Jeep along the winding road that led from the tall
iron gates marking the entrance of the Riverwatch estate to the
mansion itself, he glanced out over the lake to his left. The beauty of
the setting sun as it reflected off the still waters had not lost its appeal
in the years since he’d first seen it.

He had arrived in Harrington Falls five years ago, after spending almost
a decade in New York City. The romance of the metropolis had long
since worn away by the time he’d made the decision to leave. He’d
grown tired of the crowds; tired of the press of humanity on all sides,
tired of the hectic pace. He needed a cleansing of the spirit that just
wasn’t possible to find in the city and one afternoon he decided he had
enough. He sold almost everything he owned, packed his Jeep, and
headed northeast. Eventually, he wandered into Harrington Falls and
decided to stay.

He accomplished a lot since then. With the help of a local bank, he
started a construction company, finally putting the engineering degree
he’d earned at NYU to good use. He started small, concentrating on
additions to existing structures, home improvements, that sort of thing,
After a time he discovered that he had a true talent, and interest, for
restoring the older homes in the commumity, bringing them back to the



vitality of their youth. He changed the focus of his business and now
had a strong following in the surrounding commumities. It was his
success that brought him to the attention of his current client, Hudson
Blake.

Blake was a direct descendant of the family that had started
Harrington Falls in the late sixteen hundreds, a fact that he never let
anyone forget. Jake had agreed to renovate one of the family
mansions, a place known as Stonemoor. He knew the job would
provide steady work for the rest of the fall and on into the winter, a
period when the available work became scarce.

Jake was beginning to regret that decision.

He hated these meetings with Blake. Held once a week, they were
ostensibly to check the progress the crew was making on the
renovations. Blake’s nature had always made Jake feel inferior. The
man was a pompous, condescending ass who wanted everything done
yesterday, and got verbally vicious when it wasn't.

No, this was not going to be a fim meeting,
Jake pulled into the cul-de-sac at the end of the drive, and parked

beside a sleek, silver Rolls Royce, circa 1937. A wide brick walkway
curved across the lawn to the main door of the mansion.

He picked up the door’s knocker, a heavy piece of brass molded into
the shape of'a lion's head, and rapped it sharply three times.

A moment passed before the butler, Charles, opened the door. He
glanced at Jake's attire with clear disapproval. Jake was still wearing
the jeans and work-shirt he'd had on at the site. Coming across the
threshold, Jake returned his best Up Yours stare, with a certain sense



of satisfaction.

It was bad enough that he had to take such flack from Blake. Taking it
from the man's servant was just too much.

Without a word, Charles turned and led the way through the first floor
until they reached a set of broad oak doors near the back of the
house. Having been there before, Jake knew it was the library.

"Wait here a moment," Charles said, in that toneless servant voice he
had cultivated and turned away without waiting for an
acknowledgment. He knocked softly on the door in front of him
before noiselessly sliding into the room. When he returned, he
indicated Jake was to be admitted.

Jake stepped inside and heard the doors close firmly behind him

Blake was seated at a desk formed from a massive piece of black
stone that squatted in the middle of the room's hardwood floor like an
altar erected to some particularly vile god. He didn't look up or
acknowledge Jake's presence in any way. He merely continued to read
through the papers held up before him

Instead of standing there and growing uncomfortable, which Jake
knew was the purpose of this little “‘exercise’, he used the time to study
his employer.

As always, whenever a few days had passed without seeing Blake,
Jake was repulsed anew by the sight of his client. It wasn't that he was
physically disgusting; he didn't have grotesquely scarred features, no
loathsome birth defects that made looking at him a trial in itself.
Nothing one could point to and say, '"There's the problem." Nothing
like that. Instead, it was an odd sense of discomfort that crept into his



bones, an unsettling feeling that slowly came over him. A feeling that
said the heart at the center of this fruit was shrunken and black with
rot. Add to that Blake's long bony frame and small evil looking eyes set
i a ferret-sharp face, and Jake figured it was pretty understandable
that he felt the way that he did.

Blake continued the charade for several long moments, letting the
silence stretch.

Finally, "You're late," he said, in a tone that showed his own disgust,
never once looking up at his visitor.

'T know," Jake replied calmly.

Blake suddenly threw the papers onto the surface of the desk and
Jake found hinself staring into the man’s beady little eyes. "I suppose
you have some kind of excuse?"

Jake still hadn't been offered a seat. He knew he wouldn't be. He
chose to ignore the verbal jibe as well. "I'm afraid I have some bad
news," he answered instead. "l was forced to stop work in the cellar
this afternoon because of something my workmen uncovered."

The look changed in the man's eyes as his words registered, and for
just a moment Jake thought he saw a gleam of excitement there before
his employer's expression went carefully neutral.

"What do you mean?" Blake asked, his tone now as flat as his
expression.

"We finished pumping out the river when we uncovered the entrance to
a set of stairs leading deeper underground. I went down with my
foreman and followed the tunnel to a point some two hundred yards



later, where it has been bricked shut. I thought it was best if we waited
to see what you wanted us to do before going any further."

'T see...." Blake replied, and then swung his chair around so he was
facing the window, his back to Jake, so that the younger man wouldn’t
see wide smile of surprise that spread slowly across his face. "And
what did you do then?"

"Nothing. I sent the boys home, locked up, and came on over here."
'T see," Blake responded again.

The silence stretched for an unusually long time, with Blake staring out
the window lost in thought, and Jake reluctant to disturb him and break
the man's good mood, but finally, Jake felt that if he didn't interrupt,
they'd be here until Tuesday.

"Mr. Blake? What do you want me to do about it?"
"Hhmm? Oh, nothing. Nothing at all."

The chair swung back around. Jake was unable to read anything
behind the man's carefully blank expression. "I'm afraid I'm going to
have to think about this for awhile before I come to any decisions.
Why don't you and your men take the next few days off?”’

Then came the clincher.
"With pay, of course," Blake said.

Jake couldn't believe what he was hearing. Days off? With pay? Had
somebody turned the world upside-down and not told him? But Jake
was nobody's fool. Whether he believed that Blake was really being a
nice guy or if he had ulterior motives, Jake knew not to look a gift



horse in the mouth. He quickly agreed with the idea, left off the
paperwork he'd been requested to bring, and made plans to get back
in contact with the man before the end of the week. Then he got the
hell out of there before Blake could change his mind.

A few days off?
Hell, yes. Sounded good to him

Climbing into his Jeep, Jake finally allowed himselfto grin at his good
fortune.

* % %

Once the fool had gone, Blake let a triumphant smile emerge as he
pondered the implications of the news. His ancestor’s journal had long
hinted at a secret vault upon one of the familly estates, but after
spending thousands of dollars and months of effort searching for it,
he’d finally dismissed it several years ago as foolish nonsense.

Today’s news changed everything.

There was no sense putting himself at risk to be certain, however.
He’d pretend to give the situation some thought and then call that
young fool back later tonight. He’d tell him he’d changed his mind and
give him permission to investigate further.

His smile grew wider as he realized what he had hunted for for so long
might now be close to his grasp.



‘Which wasn't really all that surprising, by any means.
He was, after all, a Blake.

CHAPTER FOUR
GAME NIGHT

Sammade a covert roll of his eight-sided die. Noting the result, he
made an announcement to the players in front of him. "Five of the eight
warriors you just killed sit suddenly back up and start rising to their
feet."

"I think we're in trouble," Jake said to Katelynn, who nodded her
agreement. Turning to Sam, Jake said, "Chelmar steps back and
prepares to cast a sleep spell."

"Okay. And what about Alganea?"

"She stands a few feet in front of him, out of his line of sight but close
enough to defend him if the things attack again."

More dice tumble, and another grave pronouncement is made: '"The
first ghoul reaches his feet and turns his head in your direction. His eyes
seemto glow when they see you, and he slowly begins lumbering
toward you, the sword in his right hand raised overhead threateningly."

"Hurry up, Jake!" Katelynn said excitedly.



"Okay, okay. Chelmar steps up next to Alganea and casts the spell,
making sure before he does so that she is behind him and therefore out
of the area of'the spell's effect." Jake smiled at Katelynn winningly, as
if to say that he had everything under control.

"Chelmar, you realize that you cast the spell properly, but it doesn't
seem to have any affect on the ghouls, who are in fact undead, and
therefore are not affected by mortal requirements like sleep. The first
ghoul is almost close enough to strike, and looking past his shoulder
both of you can see that now the other four have also climbed to their
feet and are starting to move in your direction."

Both of the players knew that their characters were in real trouble
now. Ifthey didn't think of something soon, they would probably die
here in the dark caverns beneath Zolthane Mountain.

It was just after 10:00 pmand the three friends were deep in the midst
of a session of Swords and Sorcerers, testing Sam’s latest creation for
playability. They were seated around the table in the kitchen of Jake's
apartment, with Sam on one side and Jake and Katelynn on the other,
their books, papers, and charts spread out before them. The lights in
the room were off; the only illumination coming from halfa dozen
candles that cast a reddish glow across their faces, adding to the
atmosphere of the gae.

Loki, Jake's Akita, slept contentedly at his feet, head resting lightly in
his paws, lost in his own fantasy world of dreans.
The game went on. " reach out and yank Chelmar out of the range of

the ghoul's sword," Katelynn said quickly in response to Sam as soon
as she heard the magic had failed to work as they'd planned.



Another roll of the dice. "You manage to pull him back just in time,
Alganea. But the ghouls close in."

The gamre continued in that vein for another hour or so, with Katelynn
and Jake managing to have their characters escape from the clutches
of the ghouls, only to find themselves lost in the labyrinthine maze of
passages that led them deeper beneath the earth, setting the stage for
next week's adventure.

Jake had seem distracted for most of the evening and as they were
cleaning up, Sam decided to broach the subject. Jake was staring off
into space, absently stroking his dog’s head, when Sam said, “What’s
up, Jake? You usually enjoy poking holes in all my hard work.
Sometimes I feel that the only reason you play anymore is to make
certain [ don’t pull a fast one on the unsuspecting public. You're letting
Katelynn do all the work tonight.”

Jake laughed. “Sorry, Sam. Just distracted I guess. We had an incident
at the site today and I guess it’s been on my mind all night.”

He had both Sam and Katelynn’s attention now. “Somebody get hurt?”
Katelynn asked, her face showing concern, the adventure module in
her hand forgotten now.

“Nah, nothing like that.” Remembering his first reaction to Rick’s
appearance in his trailer, Jake almost smiled. “My men have been
working in the cellar all week, pumping out the river so we can lay the
wood floor, you know?”

Sam and Katelynn nodded. Spending as much time together as they
did, they’d become almost as familiar with Blake’s renovation plans as
Jake.



“Once Rick’s team pumped out the water, they found this shallow
trench bisecting the entire basement. And there, at the bottom of the
trench, is a set of stairs leading down into the earth.” Jake looked up
from where he was staring at the floor, to see if his fiiends were
following his explanation.

They were, so he told them the rest.

About his gut reaction to the stone. About the tunnel he and Rick
uncovered, and of the journey the two of them made into the darkness
beneath. He told them of a phone call he had earlier that afternoon
from Blake, and of the man's request that he and his crew break
through the barrier that blocked off the end of the tunnel in order to
discover what lay beyond.

“What are you going to do?” Sam asked.

“Just what I was told to do. Break down that wall in the morning to
see what’s on the other side.”

“Want some company?”” Sam asked.

“Sure. Just come ready to work. Taking down a brick wall in open air
i the light of day is one thing, Having to do the same while
underground in a dimly lit and ventilated tunnel is another. It isn’t going
to be easy.”

Throughout the conversation, Katelynn sat quietly, doing her best to
cope with the flood of feelings at Jake's revelation. A strange sense of
unease uncoiled like a snake in her belly, all cold and hungry, telling her
to leave things well enough alone, not to disturb whatever it was that
had lain to rest in the dark depths of that tunnel for so long. She was
suddenly certain that it would do them no good to intrude.



At last she spoke up. "Do you really think it’s a good idea to go down
there, Jake?" she asked tentatively, not trusting her own feelings to
protest any harder.

“We checked it out pretty thoroughly this afternoon. That tunnel is
hewn from solid rock. There’s no danger of it collapsing on us,” he
replied, misunderstanding her reason for caution.

Katelynn couldn’t find a way to voice her concern without looking silly
and superstitious, so she let the matter drop. Mentally, she sought
some rational explanation for the fear that was rapidly spreading
through her, but found that none existed. Something was going to
happen when they went down there, something awful. She knew it;
could feel it in her bones.

While Katelynn struggled to identify her feelings, Jake and Sam quickly
agreed to meet the next morming just before seven. After that, the
gathering broke up quickly.

The ride home with Sam passed in silence. When they pulled into her
drive and he walked her to her door, she tried once more. '"You guys
really ought to just leave things alone and let Blake hire some
professionals to investigate that tunnel. What if it's unsafe and the two
of you get trapped down there?"

Sam sighed. "We're not going to get trapped, Katelynn. You heard
Jake. That tunnel has been standing for a long time. One more day isn't
going to make a difference; it's not going to suddenly come tumbling
down around our ears. You're just jealous that you can't go with us
because you have class in the moming." He chuckled, not recognizing
the depths of her fear. "Go on, get inside," he said. "We'll tell you all



about it at unch tomorrow. We'll be fine. You'll see." With a wave he
turned away down the steps.

Katelynn was still standing there, watching, as the taillights of his car
disappeared around the curve at the end of her street.

In the darkness, she shivered.

CHAPTER FIVE
HALLORAN

As Jake was telling his friends about that afternoon's discovery, across
town another type of celebration was going on.

Kyle Halloran was getting drunk. He sat at the bar in Mikey's Place,
his oversized frame dwarfing the padded stool, his thick, meaty hands
wrapped around a frosted mug of beer, his ninth of the night.

His craggy, square-jawed face reflected the emotions roiling there just
beneath the surface. He sat there, dressed in the same sweat-staned
T-shirt and jeans he'd been wearing all day while working under the hot
sun, and let the anger swell inside him like gas in an overripe corpse.

Fuck Jake! he thought savagely. Bust my ass all day long for the guy
and does he show any gratitude? Hell, no!

He slammed the mug up to his lips, drunkenly unaware that the glass
cracked against his teeth. He took a long swallow, finishing off the
drink.



The first time [ ask for a raise and what do I get? “Sorry, Halloran,
you're just not working hard enough for me to give you one yet,” he
mimicked in a high squeaky voice.

Halloran slapped several bills down on the counter and stumbled out
into the night air. The cool crispness cut through the beer-induced haze,
sharpening his anger. Insisting on a raise earlier in the day had gotten
him fired. Now, as Halloran stumbled off down the street, barely
conscious of where he was going, his thoughts turned to how he could
pay Jake back for his prejudice against him.

After considering several plans, each of which involved physical
damage to Jake hinself, Kyle stopped for a moment under a
streetlanp, trying to discern just where he was. The sign before him
read ‘“Lamplighter Lane”, and it took him several moments to realize
that he had wandered in the opposite direction of his apartment.

“Shit!”” he swore into the darkness, turning to go back.

As he turned, the peak of'a house caught his eye as it rose over the
tree line to his left.

It was the Blake estate once known as Stonemoor, the very place he’d
been working for the last several weeks. Seeing it brought his thoughts
of revenge back into focus, and a plan began to form. He’d heard
something that afternoon that he could use against Caruso.

Something about the cellar...

Then he had it. A secret passage! Cantellis’ crew had found a secret
passage down in the cellar. Joey Henderson had told him about it at
lunch that afternoon. He’d barely heard him at the time and now he
wished he had listened more closely. Hadn’t he said something about it



leading to some kind of secret room, a storage room, or a ...
A treasure vaul.

The idea took sudden hold. Why else would somebody build a room
underground that nobody could get to? That had to be it!

It took only a moment for him to make up his mind about what to do
with the information. When opportunity knocks, only a fool doesn’t
answer, he thought, and I amno fool. Right here in front of me is a
way to screw Caruso over and get rich at the same time.

He glanced around, satisfying hinmself that no one was watching, and
then set off through the woods in the direction of the estate.

Ten minutes later he was crouched by the corner of the supply shed by
the side of the house. A quick survey of the area assured him that that
idiot, Caruso, hadn’t hired a night watchman. Just shows how stupid
he really is, Kyle thought wryly. He stepped out of hiding and over to
the shed. Reaching out, he tried the door.

Locked.

No matter. He knew how to deal with the situation. Kyle wandered
around to the back of the mansion to where the construction crews
had been discarding the wood and metal pieces they’d been replacing
inside the house. Fromthe pile he selected a piece of ron about the
length of his forearm.

Halloran returned to the shed and forced the point of the pole into the
opening between the doorjamb and the hasp of the lock. One strong
heave and the door swung open with a muffled crack. Kyle stepped
inside. It took only a few moments to gather the supplies he needed: a



couple of heavy-duty flashlights, a pickaxe, and a shovel

The mansion’s front door gave more easily than the trailer’s had. Once
side he flipped on one of the flashlights to light the way. The mansion
was set back a good way from the road and who in their right mind
would come out here at this time of the night? It was creepy enough in
the daylight, never mind at night. Goosebumps rose on his arns the
moment he stepped inside.

He found the steps to the cellar and descended into the darkened
basement. He crossed the floor, the damp muck sucking at his heels,
the darkness surrounding him, pressing in at him from all sides.

Ifhe’d been sober, he might have noticed the heavy silence that
enveloped the house in its smothering embrace. He might have noticed
the air of tense expectation that filled the spaces between that silence
like a living entity, making the hair on the back of his neck stand at
attention.

But he remained blissfully unaware.

The dark maw of the staircase leading underground suddenly loomed
in the floor before him, and he jerked hinself'to a stop, almost
stumbling down the steps. The gloom from the tunnel mouth seemed
thicker than the darkness around him and he shone his light down the
steps, cutting through it with the precision of a scalpel. Dust motes
swirled in the beam and he could see where the passing of others
earlier in the day had disturbed the thick layer of dust on the floor.

A vague sense of unease slowly seeped its way through his pores. He
had the sudden feeling that someone was watching and he turned
quickly, shining the light back across the roomin the direction he’d



cone.
The room was empty.

For a moment he toyed with the idea of giving up this crazy scheme
and going home. Visions of gold danced before his eyes and the notion
was soon forgotten. He’d come this far. There was no stopping now,

he thought.

Taking a deep breath, he strode down the steps into the darkness
below.
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InRoom 310, the old man lay trapped in that twilight realm that
hovered between sleeping and wakefllness. He lay on his side, curled
nto a fetal position, a thin trail of spittle falling from his slightly parted
lips to the surface of his pillow. Every few moments he was wracked
by spasis that made him quiver as if volts of electricity were being
passed through his body. His eyes flicked back and forth beneath the
protective skin of his lids.

In his dreans, he stood i a narrow stone tunnel, a little behind and to
the left of a tall, hulking man who in turn stood before a brick wall that
sealed off the passage in which they stood. The man’s emotions rolled
off him in waves; he was full of rage and spite. He stood there,
smashing at the wall with a pickaxe, determined to break through to
the other side. The old man watched as the youth lifted the axe yet
again, those powerful arms swinging it toward the wall with



tremendous force. As the stroke fell, time seemed to slow, and he
watched in horrid fascination as the pickaxe swung silently downward.
He could see that much of the barrier had already been destroyed and
he knew that if the man succeeded in breaking through, the ancient
adversary would be free to walk the face of the earth.

He could not allow that to happen.

Unwilling to admit defeat, yet knowing that he was probably too late,
he screamed out in desperation, hoping against hope to delay that final
blow.

k% 3k

“Stop!!!”

His swing faltered, the handle slipped in his hands, and Kyle came
close to smashing his kneecap into oblivion as the heavy head of the
pickaxe bounced off the wall before him and came rearing back i his
direction.

“Fuck! You could have crippled me!” he said savagely as he turned to
face the speaker, his anger overcoming his fear at being discovered.

‘What he saw as he turned brought his cursing to an abrupt halt,
however.

The corridor behind him was empty.
“Hello?” he called in a suddenly shaky voice.
His cry echoed back at him along the length of the tunnel, ghostly



whispers of sound. Hello, hello, hello....
“Who’s there?”’

‘Who'’s there, there, there....

“Shit!”

Shit, shit, shit....

Kyle turned away. “Must have been my imagination,” he mumbled to
hinself, dismissing the incident from his mind with the overconfidence
of a drunk. He could see that it would only take another swing for him
to break through the barrier and as he hefted the pickaxe once more
those visions of gold returned to dance in his mind.

He brought the axe up and then back down again in a solid swing,
The stroke was directly on target.

With a loud crash, the stones before him gave way, revealing a hole a
foot or two in diameter.

“Yes!” he cried exuberantly, this time not even hearing the echoes as
they bounded away in the darkness behind him. A couple more
minutes and I’ll be rich! He dropped the axe and retrieved his flashlight
from where it had been propped up on a nearby stone to provide him

light.

He shone the light into the hole.

Ahorrible, hideous face unged out of the darkness at him.

“Christ!” he screamed, his sudden fear making his voice high and shrill
He dropped the light, not hearing the small sound of breaking glass as



it struck the floor, and grabbed the pick-axe, bringing it up over his
shoulder ready to strike at the thing should it emerge from its hole.

Kyle was too stubborn to run away. He waited there in the darkness
for a moment, his ears straining to hear the slightest sound from the
thing ahead of him. He trembled with fear yet held his ground,
prepared to smash the thing’s ugly face as soon as it stuck its head out
of the hole.

Nothing happened.

After a few minutes, he cautiously bent down and felt around at his feet
for one of the other lights he’d carried in with him His heart racing in
his chest, he slowly moved closer to the hole and shone the light back
inside.

The face was there again and he almost jumped away a second time
when he noticed something he’d missed before. The eyes of the thing
were coated with a thick layer of dirt and dust.

“What the hell?”” he whispered.

He stepped closer, putting his head inside the hole, closer to the thing
itself. This time he could see more clearly and after another minute he
started laughing softly. His laughter grew fiom a light chuckle to a total,
uncontrolled braying, until he was laughing so hard that tears ran down
his face.

The thing was a statue. A fucking statue! he thought to himself. I was
scared of a statue! His laughter echoed inside the enclosed space. He
failed to hear the raw edges of hysteria i its tone.

Feeling much better than he had a moment before, Kyle pulled his



head back out of the hole he’d created and once more hefted the
pickaxe. Five more minutes of work made the hole large enough for
himto step through.

Shining the light around the room, Halloran could see that the chamber
he stood in was little bigger than ten by ten, with the same distance
between the ceiling and the floor. The statue seemed to be the only
object in the room

He moved around tt, his steps stirring up small clouds of dust. The
statue was made of some kind of dark unfamiliar stone. It didn’t seem
to be worth anything, as far as he could tell, no rubies for eyes or
anything like that. After another close look he dismissed it from his
thoughts and turned away.

He was here for treasure, not some weird stone statue.
Problem was, as far as he could tell, the rest of the room was empty.

There also didn’t appear to be any other way out except the one he
had created.

Now what?

He stood still and thought for a few moments, eventually deciding that
there must be another secret room hidden inside this one. No one
would take the time and energy to carve a room like this out of solid
rock to stick some ugly statue in it, would they?

Turning his back on the statue, he began running his hands over the
surface of the walls, searching for hidden levers or switches which
might activate an opening. He occasionally struck the wall roughly with
the haft of the pickaxe, listening for echoes that might indicate the



presence of an open space beyond. That was how they always did it
in the movies. He figured that it might work for himas well

After fifteen minutes of searching, he hadn’t found anything, despite
traveling around the entire room twice.

Frustrated, Kyle turned to face the statue. Suddenly the room seemed
to dip and sway like an unstable boat in rough seas. He put out a hand
to steady hinself, only to discover that the wall seemed to be receding,
This upset his equilibrium firther. His feet tangled between thenselves
and before he knew it he struck the floor heavily, knocking the wind
from his frame.

For a moment he stayed where he was, regaining his breath. After a
minute or two he realized a sharp pain was radiating from the palm of
his right hand. Pulling himself into a sitting position against the base of
the statue, he reached out with his other hand and dragged the
flashlight back from where it had fallen when he dropped it. By its light
he could see a deep cut crisscrossing his right palm.

Must have fallen on the axe, he thought to hinself, and a quick glance
in that direction with the flashlight showed a faint red smear along its
blade.

He shifted his position, intending to climb to his feet. He only managed
to pull himself up on his knees before another wave of dizziness
washed over him

His head spun, the roomreeled around him, and the flashlight fell from
his hand with a distant crash, shattering against the base of the stone.

The darkness that suddenly enveloped the room matched his own.



He was unconscious by the time his body hit the floor.
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With the echoes of his shout reverberating in his mind, the old man
awoke. His heart was trip hammering in his chest like a snare drum,
sending a sharp pain through his left side. For a few anxious moments
he was certain the frail vessel would burst asunder.

No, he thought. Not now, not yet, he silently pleaded. It seemed
someone heard him, for the pain slowly receded and his heartbeat
settled into a more stable rhythm He breathed a bit easier and raised a
weak hand to wipe the thick sheen of sweat from his brow.

The chill in his gut and the sudden joyous laughter that echoed in his
mind told him all he needed to know about the effects of his warning,

The beast was free.

CHAPTER SIX
BENEATH THE SURFACE

Early the next morming Jake drove his Jeep into Sam’s driveway and
sounded two quick taps of the horn, then dug into the bag he'd placed
on the floor behind the passenger seat, pulling out a cup of coftee and
a donut.



Sam came down the steps dressed in jeans and a Benton University
sweatshirt, a pair of thick hiking boots on his feet. Around his neck
were slung two cameras and an assortment of lenses. A fanny pack
strapped around his waist bulged with additional gear.

“What is all that?” Jake asked, as Sam climbed inside the vehicle.

"Necessities, Jake. You don't expect me to go on possibly one of the
most interesting finds this town has seen in two hundred years, and not
bring along some means of recording the event, do you? I just wish my
damn video camera wasn't in the shop, or I'd have brought that along,
t00."

Jake chuckled as he handed the coffee and donut to Sam and dug
another donut out of the bag for hinself. He couldn't blame Sam for
his enthusiasm, he too was anxious to see just what it was that had
been worth burying beneath a living river. In the short time it took to
cross town and arrive at the mansion, Jake felt his excitement grow.

At the end of Stonemoor’s drive Jake turned left into the construction
area proper and parked in front of his trailer, where something caught
his eye.

The door to the tool shed was wide open, hanging in its frame by only
one hinge.

Jake grunted in surprise, and walked over with Sam at his heels. Jake
had experienced robberies at other sites, had even bought a pistol he
kept in his desk drawer in the trailer so that he’d feel some protection
while working alone at night, but he had never expected to have one

here. For a moment he was more surprised than angry. There wasn't
anything of great value in the tool shed. What would somebody want



with some old shovels and a pickaxe or two? he found hinself
wondering,

"Why would anybody want to..." Jake began, and then stopped, his
eyes widening in sudden realization. "The tunnel!" he exclaimed.

Without a word Sam turned to go, suddenly anxious that someone else
had beaten him to what he considered the story of his lifetime, but
Jake grabbed his arm.

"Hang on. You've got to help me with this stuff." He let go and turned
to the shed, pushing the door aside and disappearing within. He
returned a moment later with a couple of shovels, a crowbar and a
pickaxe cradled in his arms. He gave a shovel to Sam, and kept the
other for himself. Then he moved over to the trailer and, unlocking the
door, went inside. This time he had a large ring of keys and two
battery-powered lanterns in his hands when he emerged. His pistol
was stuck in the waistband of his jeans.

"We're going need these to see down there," he said, indicating the
lamps. "We haven't had a chance to string any lights yet."

They crossed the yard, headed for the front door. As they walked,
Jake felt his concern growing, Very few people knew of what they'd
uncovered yesterday. Unless some of the crew had shot their mouths
offto fiiends, then it had to be one of his men that had caused the
damage they'd seen. After all, they'd be the ones most likely to know
just where the tools were kept and what they might need down in the
cellar.

His suspicions that someone had been after whatever was hidden in the
tunnel were confirmed when he and Sam mounted the steps, only to



discover the front door standing half open like an invitation.

That pissed him off. Blake was going to have a fit when he told him
about the break-in, and Jake fervently hoped nothing had been stolen
from inside. That would make matters even worse. God help me when
I find out who did this, he thought grimly.

Behind him, Sam was taking pictures. The click of the camera sent
Jake over the edge.

"Will you knock that off] for Christ's sake?" he snapped angrily.
Sam wisely lowered the camera without a word.

The same gouge marks were in the frame of this door, and on closer
inspection Jake recognized them as having come from the notched end
of'a crowbar. Just to be sure, he hefted the one he had in his hand and
laid it against one of the marks. It was a near perfect match.

Looking at the state of the aged oak that made up the doorframe, Jake
ruefully shook his head. Add another item to the list of things that need
to be replaced, he thought to himself.

He reached out to the door, intending on going inside, when Samni's
voice stopped him

"Ah, Jake?"
Jake turned, a questioning look on his face.

"Don't you think we'd better call the police?" Sam asked, nodding his
head in the direction of the trailer and the phone he knew to be inside.

Jake thought about it for a minute, and then shook his head. "Not just
yet. I want to have a look around first, try and get an idea of what kind



of damage has been done. See if there's anything missing," And T want
to have a look at that tunnel, he added silently.

The open door beckoned to him

He opened it the rest of the way with a gentle nudge of his foot, Sam’s
request reminding him that he didn't want to unnecessarily disturb any
evidence, and stepped inside, Sam close at his heels.

The morning sun had yet to rise high enough to crest the trees
surrounding the property, making the interior of the house dim and
gloomy. Jake was forced to turn on one of the lanterns to see clearly.

The entryway looked undisturbed.

“Watt here a sec,” he said to Sam, and stuck his nose mnto the roons
on either side of the foyer. Everything looked to be in its place there.

Jake didn’t bother going up the stairs directly ahead of him. They led
to the second floor and there was nothing of value up there anyway.
Besides, for some strange reason he was certain the intruder hadn’t

gone up.

He’d gone down instead.
To the basement.

To the tunnel.

“Comre on,” Jake said, and crossed the foyer into the dining room and
out through the kitchen to the door which opened onto the cellar steps.

Holding the light high before him, he descended.

Once down below he discovered that his suspicions were correct. The
tarp covering the stairs leading deeper into the earth had been pulled



aside. A crowbar lay discarded next to it.

Jake moved over to the steps with Sam right behind him. A hand
gesture told Sam to extinguish his light, which he did, and the two of
them stood there in the darkness.

No lights shone up the stairs from below.
No sound reached their ears.

Jake drew his gun and leaned close to his friend. “Looks like we’re
alone but let’s not take any chances. Keep your voice down and
follow me. If we come upon an intruder, I’ll hold him at bay while you
2o back to the trailer and call for help.”

Sam gripped the shovel in his hands a bit tighter and nodded his
agreement.

Turning on their lights and moving carefully so as to make as little noise
as possible, the two started down the steps in pursuit of the intruder.

They moved down the length of the tunnel and turned the corner to
find a large hole excavated in the center of the wall that had previously
blocked the way further. Jake stopped before the hole, his light shining
inside, gazing through it at the scene on the other side.

Sam stepped up to his side and added his light to his friend’s.
After a moment, he lowered the flashlight and raised his camera.

Several shots later he turned to Jake and asked, “Now can we call the
police?”

Jake nodded without saying a word.
On the other side of the wall, the corpse of Kyle Halloran gazed back



at them with wide, staring eyes.

CHAPTER SEVEN
WILSON

Damon Wilson was on duty in Harrington Falls when the call came in.
As Sheriff of Algonquin County, he was responsible for the safety of
the nhabitants of not only Glendale, but also Harrington Falls and the
other similar mountain commumities within the county limits. He had
two men out sick, so he was covering their shifts himself, patrolling in
his Bronco.

‘Tl take it, base. ’'min the vicinity.”
“That’s a roger, Sheriff. See Jake Caruso at the site.”
“10-4.”

Damon replaced the microphone and headed for the Stonemoor
estate.

Back when he was on the force in Chicago, calls like this had been a
fairly commonplace occurrence. They were called into abandoned
buildings and derelict lots all the time, especially during the summer
months when the stench of decomposing corpses would disturb the
denizens of even the roughest neighborhoods. The winters weren’t so



bad; a body could lie in the dark for weeks without being discovered.
He’d seen his fair share; that was certain.

But here in Harrington Falls? He couldn’t remember the last time there
was a violent crime up here. Glendale was a bit different; a little more
modern, more bad apples. Harrington Falls seemed to have missed all
of that, nestled as it was in the mountains. The people were quiet folk.
They kept to themselves and generally obeyed the laws. Aside from
the occasional loud drunk or teenage shoplifter, the patrol in Harrington
Falls was considered incident-fiee.

‘Which made the call even more interesting,

As Damon pulled up in front of the house, he saw two men sitting on
the top step of the porch, obviously waiting for him.
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Jake watched as a large, heavy-set man got out of the Bronco.
Roughly six-foot two, he had to weigh a good two-fifty. His hair was
salt and pepper, right down to his beard and mustache. Both were
carefully groomed and short in length. The man was dressed in the
brown uniform of the Sheriff’s department, with a pistol clearly visible
on his belt.

Jake and Samrose to greet him
“One of you Jake Caruso?”” Damon asked.
Jake said, “T am,” and extended his hand in greeting,



“Damon Wilson, Sheriff’s Department.” The Sheriff shook Sam’s hand
also. Turning back to Jake, he asked, ‘T understand you’ve found a
body?”

Jake nodded. “Down in the cellar.”
“Mind telling me what you were doing out here in the first place?”

Jake explained to the Sheriff how he came to be there that morning,
going back to the events of the day before. The Sheriff listened
closely, made notes every few minutes, but otherwise left Jake to tell
the story without interruption. When Jake was finished, the Sheriff
turned to Sam and asked him if he could remember any other details.

The Sheriff then suggested that Sam wait outside to direct the coroner
to the scene, before asking Jake to lead him to the body.

The two climbed the steps to the house, passing through the foyer and
the kitchen, until they reached the stairway to the basement. The smell
of mildew and decay from below reached Damon. For just a moment,
he had a vivid picture of bodies lying for days in forgotten Chicago
tenements, the memory of another time, another place. He quickly
slammed the lid closed on that particular memory before it could
escape the Pandora’s box of his mind. Chicago was a long time ago
and Damon definitely wanted to keep it that way.

Jake headed down the steps and Damon followed.

“Sorry about the stench. When we began renovations this entire level
was flooded. My men pumped out the fetid water the other night but
the smell will probably linger for a while.”

“That’s how you found this tunnel?”” Damon asked.



“Yeah. There was a big stone slab in the middle of a small trench dug
into the floor. The tunnel was underneath it.”

Jake had left the lanterns behind when he and Sam had gone to the
trailer to call the police. By their illumination Damon could see the
trench where the men had been working, When they moved closer he
could see the opening to the passage itself.

Jake stopped and picked up his lantern from where he had left it
besides the opening. He nodded at the heavy flashlight the Sheriff was
carrying, “You’d better tumn that on.”

The Sherift was surprised at the tunnel. It appeared to be man-made,
carved from solid rock sometime long ago. The effort that went into
such an undertaking had to have been incredible.

Why would someone go to all this trouble? he wondered.

He didn’t have much time to think about it, however, since they were
rapidly approaching their destination. Ahead of them, Damon could
see the remains of a brick wall that had once blocked the tunnel. Jake
stopped a few feet away, allowing Damon to pass him

Damon stood just outside the chamber and gazed in at the body. He
could see it was that of a white male, in his mid-to-late twenties, lyng
face-up and partially on his right side. The man’s face was twisted into
an expression of horror. One arm was trapped beneath the body, the
other hanging linply across the base of the statue. In the dim light,
Damon could not make out any signs of injury.

“This the way you found him?”’
Jake nodded. “T went inside the room and checked his pulse, but I



didn’t touch or move anything,”

Damon shined the light around the rest of the room. The only objects
were a lantern similar to the one in Jake’s hand, lying against the
opposite wall, and a pickaxe, the handle of which was tangled up in
the feet of the corpse. The room was otherwise empty.

Damon next turned his light on the statue. A good seven feet in height,
it was carved entirely from some kind of shining black stone that
gleamed like black oil in the beam of his light. It appeared to represent
a demon, or maybe a gargoyle. Two long, curling horns jutted from its
forehead. Its strikingly reptilian mouth was open wide, revealing a
double row of razor-sharp teeth. The creature’s torso was humanoid
in appearance, but covered with thousands of tiny scales like the flesh
of a miniature dragon. Wicked looking talons jutted from its four-
fingered hands and feet. Bat-like wings swept outward from the center
of its back. The craftsmanship was superb, giving the creature a sense
of life. To Damon it seemed as if at any moment it might leap off the
small pedestal on which it stood.

“It’s certainly ugly,” Damon said. Jake didn’t answer. The statue might
have been easy enough to handle if that’s all it was, ugly. But there was
something more, something near indefinable about it that instantly put
Damon on guard. It was more a gut feeling than anything else, a sense
of wrongness about the thing that disturbed him on some deep,
primitive level.

Damon felt the short hairs on the back of his neck start to rise and
quickly turned his attention to the body on the floor. It took hima
moment, but he finally recognized it as that of Kyle Halloran. Kyle had
been one of the bad ones, constantly getting into fights at the bars



down in Glendale. More than once Damon had to toss himin a cell for
the night on charges of drunk and disorderly. He’d been the type to
stay out of trouble for a month, maybe two, and then end up back in a
cell on similar charges.

Aside from the expression on his face, there were no obvious signs of
violence. Damon could not detect any evidence of a disturbance in the
dirt around him, either. Drugs were the first thing that came to mind.
That would explain the lack of injury. The theory might also explain the
man’s expression. Who knew what one might encounter in their own
drug-induced hallucinations?

“Recognize him?” the Sheriff asked.

Jake nodded. “Kyle Halloran. Hired him last week as a temp. Bit ofa
loud mouth. My foreman said he was slacking on the job so I let him
go yesterday.”

“Any idea what he might have been doing down here?”’

“I couldn’t even tell you how he found out about it. He wasn’t on the
detail that was working down here.”

The Sheriff nodded his head. It seemed pretty obvious to him
Halloran heard about it from another worker, figured there might be
something valuable hidden in the tunnel, and decided to check it out for
himself. He’d probably been pumped to the gills with whatever he’d
been on that week and had taken more than he could handle.

Damon took out his notebook and jotted down his impressions and
general facts about the scene. He’d learned long ago to make a record
of everything at a crime scene; you never knew what was going to be
important later. When he was finished, he stepped inside the room for



the first time.

* % %

Jake watched the Sheriff make a careful inspection of the body.
Damon squatted next to the corpse and felt for a pulse on the man’s
neck. He sat back on his haunches and visually inspected the corpse,
taking care not to touch anything else. After a few moments he jotted
down some notes and even sketched a quick diagram of the situation.
Jake recognized the hallmarks of a methodical and patient man. Once
the Sheriff had finished with the corpse, he turned his attention to the
statue above it, going over it with the same care and diligence he’d
shown with the body.

Jake didn’t want to be in the room with either the statue or the corpse.
His earlier excitement had quickly died when he and Sam had
discovered Kyle’s body. Now all he wanted to do was retreat back up
the stairs into the bright sunshine and forget about what he’d found.

He stepped back into the passage, a glimpse of movement catching his
eyes as he did so.

He turned in the doorway, staring at the statue, watching its eyes,
watching its hands.

Must have been the Sheriff
Statues don’t move.
The Sheriff called out to him as he turned away.



“Where does this go?”’” Damon asked, pointing behind to something
him that Jake could not see due to the intervening statue.

“Where does what go?”” Jake asked. He stepped to his left and gaped
in surprise at the doorway now visible on the other side of the
chamber.

“Where the hell did that come from?”” Jake asked.

* ok ok

Damon watched Jake examine the door and knew he wasn’t faking it.
He really hadn’t known it was there. The iron door had been coated
with a thick layer of dust and dirt, causing it to blend with the wall in
the dim light. In the horror of finding the statue looming over Kyle’s
body, it had been overlooked.

The Sheriff intended to let the forensics team open the door once they
had thoroughly checked the chamber. He hadn’t counted on Jake’s
curiosity. Before the Sheriff could stop him, Jake had grasped the solid
iron ring that served as a door handle and pulled with all his strength.

The door swung inward with a groan.
Sunlight flooded the chamber.
Without a word Damon stepped over to stand next to Jake.

The two men stared out the doorway onto the carefully trimmed green
of the Forest Lawn Cemetery

“Holy shit,” Jake said under his breath.



The Sheriff agreed. Holy shit was right. They must have traveled a
couple of hundred yards underground, clear off the Blake property
and onto the adjoining one. He hadn’t realized they’d gone that far.

He stepped out into the sunshine with Jake at his heels. As one, they
turned to face the doorway.

The door proved to be the entrance to a white marble mausoleum that
was built into the side of a small hill. Across the lintel of the doorframe
was carved a name.

Sebastian Blake.

CHAPTER EIGHT
RESURRECTION

Inside the tomb.
Movement.

It began as nothing more than a subtle shifting in the darkness, a
change in the rank air that filled the buried structure, a stirring sense of
motion that was more felt than seen, as if the air pressure had suddenly
lowered.

Gradually as the moments passed the motion became more substantial
until at last it could be seen with the naked eye, had anyone been
watching.

A patch of darkness, darker than even the heavy gloom that filled the

tomb's every nook and cranny, detached itself from the shadows in
one corner and drifted like a curtain of mist into the center of the



chamber. It churned about in rich, lazy spirals, a bubbling, seething
witch's brew that whirled and spun about itself

The mist became a haze; the haze became a fog, and still it writhed and
rolled. With each revolution it slowly gathered substance from the
darkness around it. When the cloud was several feet in diameter, it
slowly wrapped the statue in its inky embrace.

The murk began to adhere itself to the finely wrought stone, slowly at
first, and then faster, as the intelligence guiding it gradually awakened
froma long sleep, its senses progressively becoming more in tune with
physical reality.

The human blood shed earlier acted as a catalyst, providing the
ingredients required for him to again assume a corporeal form. The
dark union of forces that had sustained him for so long did the rest.

Alight sparked about the statue, a tiny flash of crimson the size and
shape of a cigarette ember, located somewhere near the center of the
thing's chest. With each pulsation it grew slowly brighter, bit-by-Dbit,
until it reached the intensity of a carefully contained fire. There was no
heat. The strange light seemed to give off an unnatural chill that wafted
forth and turned the air inside the tomb several degrees colder than it
had been moments before. The blood-red light flickered across the
face of the statue, causing its teeth to gleam eerily in the glow.

The cloud pulsed and swelled as it coalesced about the figure, until it
was a semi-solid mass of churning black, mated to the stone, covering
every exposed inch of its surface.

The light flared suddenly brighter, so bright that it would have blinded
anyone in the roomin its gory red glow.



But no one was there, and so the change went on.
Unheeded.
Unhindered.

Unnoticed by all but the one who'd triggered it and the other who'd
sought so desperately to prevent it.

A siell suddenly filled the air, a stench like the cloying reek of sulfir or
rotten eggs. With it the light flared in a flash that lasted for several long
moments.

When the light died down and the darkness returned, the beast that
had been hidden for centuries stood in the center of the room where
the statue had stood just moments before.

In the darkness, yellow eyes gleamed brightly.

The beast remained where he was for a moment or two, rejoicing in his
newfound freedom. The rush of the stolen blood in his veins brought a
rhythmic pounding to his ears, and after the ages of silence even that
slight, internal sound was like thunder.

He reveled in it. He was alive.

The creature once known as Moloch walked towards the door, eager
to escape the confines of the dank, stone structure where he'd been
imprisoned. He moved with steady deliberation; the first steps slow
and awkward, the joints in his knees and hips seemed rusted tight with
disuse. After a few more steps the tissues began to remember and
established the proper rhythm

Where his movements had at first been disruptive, jerky, they now



became fluid, composed and filled with a savage, feline grace. He
walked the circumference of the room. Once, twice, three times, each
step renewing his familiarity with physical motion and the laws that
governed it.

As he walked he worked his arms, swinging them back and forth at the
elbow and rotating them in their shoulder sockets, flexing the muscles
of his biceps. He clenched and unclenched his fists.

Moloch opened and closed his jaw several times, snapping it shut to
hear the sharp click of his teeth, force enough to crush bone to a pulp.

He delighted in the tension and release of the nuscles in his back and
legs. The sound of his claws scraping the rough stone underfoot sent a
shiver of pleasure through his frame.

Moloch strode across the chamber. With a shove from one muscle-
laden arm, he swung wide the door. It crashed against the outer wall
with a loud metallic clang, He was barely aware of the sound, so
entranced was he with the sight through the open door.

There, just steps away, lay freedom

Sounds were assaulting him from all sides; the whisper of the wind, the
trip-hamimer of tiny hearts in the shrubbery.

He laughed, the sound welling up from the depths of his throat in manic
glee and echoing into the night.

It was a sound that was less than human.

Lights gleamed off in the distance. Spying them, the beast's thoughts

turned to the terrible, gnawing hunger that had awakened deep inside.
Too long he'd been locked mnside that stone, imprisoned and left to die



alone in the darkness. Too long he'd existed in that twilight between
this world and the next, his life extended by the dark forces that had
imprisoned him there.

Now he was free; free to act and to feed.

He extended his arms. The leathery wings that lay smoothly against the
surface of his back extended with them, rustling in the breeze like the
sound of a quickly snapped sheet. Bunching the muscles in his scaled
legs, Moloch gave a powerful downward shove and cast his body
upwards into the dark night.

CHAPTER NINE
ADEATH EXPLAINED?

Edward Strickland, Medical Examiner for Porter County, stepped into
the chill confines of the morgue and switched on the lights. Though it
was late in the evening, Strickland was preparing to perform one last
task for the night, a task he had saved until the end, so that other duties
would not prevent him from giving it his complete attention.

Strickland was an agreeable man in his early sixties, and had been
ML.E. for the last sixteen years. Despite his constant joking that the only
reason he'd been able to retain his post was due to the fact that
nobody else wanted it, he was a competent professional who got the
job done and got it done right the first time. He was nearing retirement,
but was in no way ready for i.

His work was a constant intrigue to him, and he pursued it with an
almost fanatic devotion. To find him working far into the night, as he



planned on this occasion, was not an unusual occurrence. The silence
in the morgue after-hours was deep and peacefull, soothing, vastly
different from the hectic pace that enveloped the facility during regular
hours.

Brilliant fluorescent lights illuminated the room in which he was
working, washing across the institutional green walls and slick linoleum
floor. A body lay on the mortician's table before him, its flesh a sickly
shade of gray, the color of death. A wide white tag was tied to the big
toe on the corpse's left foot, giving the deceased's name, age, and
proximate cause of death. Strickland gave the tag a quick glance.

"Halloran, Kyle, Caucasian male, age 26, probable overdose," he read
to himself, humming aloud to the strains of Mozart that wafted through
the room from the speakers set in the ceiling above, just loud enough
to be heard.

His rubber-soled shoes made barely a sound as he circled the body
before him, carefully looking it over for any obvious telltale njuries,
dictating his findings aloud so the microphone above the table could
pick themup for transcription.

‘When he thought he'd seen all there was to see, he moved to the tray
of nstruments that was set up alongside, and picked up a scalpel. The
cool metal of the blade glinted sharply in the light.

"Now, my dead, young friend, " he said to the corpse as he reached
out and made the first incision in the slightly rubbery flesh, "let's see
what secrets you're hiding."

Three hours later he was finished. When he'd first read the tag,
Strickland had expected the post-mortem to be a rather



straightforward piece of work. But now that he was finished, he
realized that this was anything but a straightforward case. He
discovered a number of things that just didn't make any sense, and
while they bothered him, they also sparked his professional curiosity;
something that didn't happen all that often anymore. In over thirty years
of forensic medicine, he thought he'd seen it all. The body on the table
before him proved him wrong. Determined to get to the bottom of
things, he dialed Detective Wilson's office extension.

"Hello?"
"Damon, its Ed. Figured I'd find you there. Don't you ever go home?"

Wilson laughed. "Sure, right around the same time you do." The two
men had known each other for years, from before Damon had gone
offto Chicago. They'd gone to the same high school together, had
even dated some of the same women. Thelr friendship had picked up
again once Damon had returned home.

"What's up?" Damon asked.

"T just finished that autopsy on the young fellow you pulled out of that
crypt over on the Blake family plot."

"Halloran. Kyle Halloran."

Ed grunted. "Yeah, that's the one. Thought you should know that it
wasn't your everyday, run of the mill experience. Some of the results

got are pretty strange."
"Strange funny or strange weird?"
"Strange weird."



"Like what?" Damon asked. Hell, it was an open and shut case.
Witnesses said the guy had been drinking and snorting enough cocaine
earlier in the night to flatten an elephant. Too much physical exertion
after all that and you ended up in cardiac arrest.

"Well, for one thing, it wasn't an overdose that killed him."

Damon laughed. "Yeah, right. Try telling that to his heart and
respiratory system. They're still trying to figure out what hit them."

"That's just it, Damon. The toxicology tests showed high traces of
benzoylecganine, so the guy had been doing cocaine earlier that night,
enough to send most people straight to the moon. Combine that with a
blood alcohol level of 1.8, and you can be damn sure he was as high
as a kite when he went. Probably didn't feel a thing. But it wasn't the
drugs or the booze that killed him." Ed paused, and then said, "He bled
to death."

"What?" Damon asked, shocked.
"You heard me," Strickland replied. “He bled to death."

"But that's not possible, Ed. There were no wounds on the body, and
we certainly didn't find anything to indicate that at the scene. For a guy
that size to lose enough blood to kill him, we should have found a lake
of the stuff. We didn't; the place was as dry as a bone."

"Didn't you tell me the floor of that tomb was just dirt? Could it have
simply seeped into the ground and whoever was at the scene just
missed it?"

"C'mon Ed. My men are better than that. Besides, I'm the one who
answered the call. There wasn't any blood. Nada, nothing, zippo.



Catch my drift?"

Ed sighed. "Yeah, I hear you. It's been bothering me, too. But it gets
worse. I can't figure out how it happened. There weren't any wounds
on the body, nothing but a fairly shallow cut on the palm of one hand.
It probably hurt like hell, and bled a bit, but certainly not enough to kill
someone."

"Shit, Ed, this is not good." Damon shook his head in bewilderment. It
sounded like this was going to be one bitch of a headache, and he just
didn't need that right now.

Then Ed said something else, and it was so weird that Damon thought
he hadn't heard him correctly.

"Run that one by me again?"

'T said, this guy didn't just lose enough blood to kill him, he lost all of
it."

Damon felt goose bumps suddenly rise on his arms. "What do you
mean ALL of it?"

"Just what I said. All of it. You know how it works. Once the heart
stops, the blood will normally pool in the lowest portion of the corpse,
giving the flesh there a dark purplish coloration. Except, in this case,
that didn't happen. I couldn't find any evidence of post-mortem lividity
anywhere on the body. If you hadn't told me the position he had been
found in, I wouldn't have been able to figure it out. And when I cut him
open, I didn't even have to drain him. I could have done the whole
procedure on my kitchen table and eaten off of it afterwards, he was
that clean."



While listening, Damon had involuntarily stiffened in his seat. Something
wasn't right here; that much was obvious. On some deeper, more
primal level, Damon was suddenly certain that things were going to get
a lot worse.

"Hey, Wilson, you there?"
"Yeah, yeah. I'm here. Got anything else, Ed?"
"Sorry. That's it, I'm afraid."

"Okay, thanks for the call. I appreciate it. And listen, keep this one
fromthe press for awhile, will ya?"

"Sure thing, Damon. Talk to you soon."

For the first time in his long career, Edward Strickland found that he
didn’t want to be alone with a corpse.

* % %

Damon hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, his gaze resting
on the far wall but not really seeing it. His thoughts were elsewhere.

Bled to death?
How?

The whole thing was absurd. The pickaxe they found was several
yards away from the corpse. There was no way he could have hurt
himself. Even if he had, how do you bleed to death froma cut on the
palmofthe hand? It just wasn't possible.

He thought back to the events of that morming, picturing the scene in



his mind. The corpse had been sprawled in that dark, little room at the
base of that ugly statue with little evidence anywhere that there had
been any kind of confrontation or struggle, no wounds on the body.
That was why he'd been so positive that it had been an overdose or a
heart attack. All his years of police work had pointed him in that
direction.

Did I miss something?

He didn't think he had. The uniforms had used their usual diligence
going over the scene once he'd called them in, and he had even stayed
behind to supervise. He was positive the job had been done thoroughly
and professionally.

He now had a nagging feeling that he hadn't seen everything he should
have, that he had overlooked something important.

Damon was a cop who believed in hunches. More than once during
the course of a past investigation he'd gotten a feeling about a certain
aspect of the case. Nothing more than that, just an impression, a blind,
gut reaction completely unfounded in anything he could put into logical
facts. He learned to pay attention to them, more often than not
discovering that he was right. He knew this was simply his unconscious
mind tying things together in a way that his conscious mind had
overlooked, and his ‘hunches’ were just its way of telling him to perk
up and pay attention.

Something about the mental image of the crime scene was bothering
him;, something he couldn't put his finger on, and so, instead of going
home as he'd been about to do before Ed had phoned, he went to his
filing cabinets and pulled out the case file. He pulled out the



photographs of the crime scene. He stared at each of them slowly in
turn, scrutinizing them for something he might have missed.

The pictures looked the same now as they had then. The cemetery, the
tomb, the corpse. Nothing more.

He picked up the few photos that were solely of the statue itself,
staring at the face carved into the stone with a strange mixture of
admiration and revulsion. He had to admit it really was a marvelous
piece of work, if you happened to like that sort of thing, which he
didn't.

Every little detail was rendered precisely, from the scales that covered
the face to the curved claws that extended from the feet. Allin all, it
was a stunning piece of work.

Damon just didn't like it. Remembering how he'd felt beneath its stony
gaze made him uncomfortable even now. If he hadn't know better, he
would have sworn the dammn thing had been watching him the whole
time he was down there. Looking into its eyes in the photographs, that
feeling returned. The beast seemed to gaze back at him, the glint of an
evil intelligence in its stony orbs.

Something was there in the pictures, something important that he was
overlooking. He just wasn’t seeing .

But what?

Tired and more than a bit frustrated now, he returned the photos to the
file and put them away in his drawer. He'd had enough for one day;
staring at the photographs for another couple of hours wasn't going to
get him anywhere tonight. It was time to call it quits.



As he crossed the parking lot to his car, Damon had the uneasy feeling
he wasn't alone.

He glanced around.

Beneath the dirty yellow light of the sodium-vapor lamps, nothing
stirred.

The lot was empty.

He shrugged, dismissing the feeling. Too much work and an overactive
imagination, that's all it was.

Yet in the back of his mind an image lingered.

A parr of stone eyes, watching,..

CHAPTER TEN
ADEATH IN THE NIGHT

"Bring me another piece of that cake, would ya, honey?"

In the kitchen, Martha Cummings looked out through the interior
window that connected to the next room. Her husband George was
seated in his favorite recliner in front of the television. Her gaze was full
of affection as she took in his slightly overweight body and the little
round bald-spot on the top of his head. She shook her head in mock
derision at his request, but happily complied with it nonetheless.

Martha was in her late sixties and quite happy with her lot in life. Time



had been good to her. A large, buxom woman, not particularly pretty
by today's standards, but filled with an inordinate amount of kindness,
she had married her present husband, after two unsuccessful
marriages, at the age of thirty-five. She had a nice home, an
affectionate husband, and enough money to keep the two of them
happy for the rest of their lives. That was more than most could say,
and for that she was thankful.

Of course, there were her cats, too.

Martha's pride and joy, the cats had proven to be an acceptable
substitute for her mability to have children. She lavished them with all
the care and love and attention she might have given her own children.
They were a constant nuisance to her husband, although he was
sweetly tolerant for her sake. The felines had free roam of the house.
She had lost track of how many of them there actually were, having
stopped counting somewhere after sixteen. Originally there had been
only five, each with a separate name, but before long she'd given up
trying to keep them all straight, referring to them all now simply as
Kitty. They didn't seem to mind and it was much easier that way.

She brought the cake to her husband, along with a tall glass of milk.
"Here you are, dear," she said, giving him a quick peck on his bald
spot. He flustered a little at that, being self-conscious about the loss of
his hair, but his eyes let her know that it was all right.

Back in the kitchen she decided to bake an apple pie and was deep
into the process when George announced he was going up to bed.

"Are you going to stay down here all night or will you be joining me?"
he asked, a suggestive leer on his face.



She blushed. Despite their advanced age, the two of them enjoyed a
good grope in the dark more than once a week, as if they were a
couple of hormone-crazed teenagers. It didn't matter that nine times
out of ten the machinery didn't work. It was the desire that counted,
and lately it seemed to be increasing. It made her feel wickedly sinful to
know that her husband still wanted her after all these years, and that
alone was worth all the trouble.

She leered back at him. "T'll be up in just a few minutes. If you're still
awake when I get there, old timer, maybe we can find something to
keep us awake awhile longer." She waved her hands at him. "Now
shoo and let me finish or I'll just sleep on the couch for the night and
you won't get anything,"

George gave her a quick kiss and disappeared up the stairs in a hurry,
muttering to himself about domineering women as he went. Martha
turned back to her baking,

Her pace was quicker now than it had been a few moments before.

Half'an hour later, just as she was placing the pie into the refrigerator,
where it would stay until she had a chance to slip it into the oven in the
morning, she heard a long, thin wail coming from the front yard.

Martha stopped in mid-motion, bent over in front of the open
refigerator door, pie in hand, her head cocked to one side.

The house around her was silent, the only sound the ticking of the
grandfather clock in the living room

After a few moments of intent listening, she decided the noise had only
been in her mind. A product of the late hour and her restless
imagination.



You've been watching too many of those horror films, Martha old girl,
she told herself good-naturedly, and slid the pie onto the shelf. She
straightened up and closed the fridge, turning back to the sink to get a
sponge to wash the counter-tops.

That was when the scream came again, a high-pitched shriek that
reflexively made her pull her head down into the crook of her
shoulders in response.

She took a step towards the window above the sink that overlooked
the front yard, but then hesitated, the action uncompleted. What was
out there? she thought, frightened, visions of axe-wielding psychopaths
swimming through her mind. She suddenly wasn't certain she wanted to
discover the origin of that cry. What if it was just a trick to get her

near the window?

What if T look out, only to find someone looking in?

As soon as that particular thought crossed her mind, she was struck
with the uncanny feeling that someone was out there, watching her.
Watching.

And waiting,

Martha turned and quickly made her way to the staircase, wanting to
be anywhere but alone in that room. She intended on going upstairs
and waking George. He'd know how to handle the situation. He'd
know just what to do.

She was halfivay up the stairs when another cry reached her ears and
this time there was no mistaking its animal origin.



The image of a blood-smeared feline loomed, and in the rush of
motherly affection that accompanied it, her fear dissipated.

One of her babies needed her.

Boosted by her concern for her feline charges, Martha got herself
under control. Go on old girl, she said to herself. March right out there
and see what's going on. No need to stand cowering in the kitchen.
After all, when was the last time the police actually had to work to earn
their pay in this sleepy little town? The crime rate was so low that the
town council had considered tearing down the auxiliary police station
to make room for a new supermarket a few months ago, and had only
decided against it when a better location was discovered.

Axe-wielding psychopaths? Not in Harrington Falls.

Reassured by her logic, Martha calmly crossed to the hall closet,
glancing down at her housecoat and slippers as she went. It wouldn't
do to have the neighbors see her snooping around the front lawn like
that, so she drew on a long trench coat and searched for her shoes.

After a moment, she remembered she'd left them by the bed upstairs.
In order to retrieve them, she’d risk waking George.

"Slippers will just have to do," she said to the pink bunnies on her feet,
and wiggled her toes inside their confines, giggling at the thought of
how silly she would feel if any of her neighbors caught sight of her.

She withdrew a broom with a thick wooden handle from the rack on
the closet door. Holding it aloft like a baseball bat, she moved to the
entryway.

"Don't worry, Kitty," she said softly, "Mommy's on her way."
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Outside, the beast dropped the cat's corpse to the ground, then licked
the blood from his claws, savoring the bittersweet taste.

Suddenly, a noise caught his attention.

He stopped his grooming and peered through the branches. From
where he was seated in the large, old elm that dominated the front
yard, he had a clear view of the house. He watched as the front door
opened and a woman stepped into view on the porch that extended
the length of the house. She was holding something long and slender
over one shoulder.

The beast's eyes widened in anticipation.

Now that the appetizer was out of the way, the main course rightfulty
made its appearance.

Deciding he wanted to have a little fun before indulging hinself, the
beast slowly lowered himself'to the ground.

In the darkness, Moloch smiled.

%k sk ok

Martha stood on the front porch, peering into the darkness before her.
The night was quiet. A soft wind was blowing, rustling the leaves of the



nearby trees in a whispering chorus. The moon had set much earlier,
and now the darkness around her seemed thick and total.

She didn't like it.
She reached back inside the doorway and flicked the switch to turn on

the porch light, but nothing happened. She tried again, with the same
result.

Bulb must have blown, she thought. What a time for it, too! Her
thoughts turned to the idea of waking her husband, but she quickly
stifled them.

She could handle this herself

"Here, Kitty. Here, Kitty, Kitty," she called softly as she took a few
steps farther out onto the deck.

The old wood beneath her feet groaned weakly.
"Here, Kitty, Kitty. Come to Momma."
Only the wind answered her.

Martha crossed the porch until she stood at the top of the steps. The
front lawn spread out before her, a giant carpet of green cloaked in
dark shadows.

The night was oddly silent, the usual symphony of tree frogs and
crickets absent. The fact that she could no longer hear that earlier
shrieking only served to heighten her anxiety.

She peered into the gloom ahead of her.

Lights from the neighboring homes occasionally pierced the thick
foliage, causing shadows to dance on the edge of her sight. Several



times she thought she saw movement, but when she looked directly at
that spot, nothing was there.

As she descended the few steps to the stone walkway that led to the
drive, a low, furtive rustling reached her ears. She stood still, listening,

After a moment she heard it again. It was coming from a stand of
bushes off to her left.

Cautiously, she moved a few steps closer.
"Here, Kitty," she called softly.
The bushes rustled again.

She stepped closer, now just a foot or two away, feeling the cool
moisture from the dew-laden grass that had soaked through the
material of her slippers onto the soles of her feet.

The rustling came again, this time accompanied by a plaintive meow.

The sound made Martha smile, and she lowered the broomstick in
response as relief surged through her system. It had been one of her
cats, after all.

Poor baby's probably trapped in the hedges and can't get out, she
thought. Laying the broom down on the lawn, she softly crept forward
the last few feet, not wanting to scare the little darling, and reached out
with both hands.

"Easy, baby," she said. "Momma's here to help you."

Very gently, she parted the bushes and pushed her head into the space
she'd created.

She didn't even have time to scream.



* % %

‘When Moloch was finished, he hefted what was left of the corpse
under one arm and turned toward the house.

His meal was not yet conplete.

There was another human inside. He could hear the loud thumping
heartbeat in his mind, and from its resonance could tell it was a male.

The sound made him eager.

As he started walking slowly toward the still-open front door, his body
hunched so that the corpse's heels dragged along the lawn after him
and he began to laugh.

A low, chilling laugh.

A laugh that would've sounded only partially human, had anyone been
around to hear it.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
LEGENDS FROM THE PAST



Later that evening, Sam found himself finishing his rounds at the nursing
home earlier than usual. The patients were quiet that night, their
requests relatively few, so that when he was done with his rounds he
made his way down the hall to the last room on the left, eager to tell
Gabriel the events of that morning,

Gabriel was expecting him and Sam quickly took his usual seat by the
window. This time their roles were reversed, as Sam told Gabriel of
the moring’s events with Jake. Gabriel listened quietly throughout the
telling, never interrupting, though he did lean forward with a surprising
amount of interest when Sam was describing the condition of the
statue they found in the tunnel. He shook his head sadly when Sam
mentioned finding Kyle's body, and for just an instant Sam thought he
saw the wet glisten of impending tears in Gabriel’s eyes.

"Pretty amazing, don't you think?" Sam asked when he finally ran out
of steam.

"Yes, indeed, Sammy. Quite a tale. Tell me, what do the police intend
to do now?"

Sam thought about it for a moment, and realized that he really didn't
know. Had the Sherifftold Jake to stay away from the mansion, or
was his friend intending to resume work on the renovations in the
morning? He didn't remember hearing any discussion about the issue,
but figured that since it was a crime scene that the work would have to
be suspended for at least a few days, and told Gabriel so.

"Seems you had quite an exciting morning, my young friend. So
exciting that my story seems so dull and uneventful in comparison that I
think we'll just forget about it for tonight, don't you think?"



Sam shook his head. "Not a chance, Gabriel. We practically have all
night to talk, and there's no way I'm going to miss one of your stories."
Every time he came up here, the old man had a tale to tell and they
were always so incredibly interesting that Sam sometimes found
himself looking at his own works with an air of resignation, his own
story lines seemed so uninteresting in comparison.

Gabriel watched closely for a moment, as if gauging the sincerity of
Sam’s reaction, and then agreed with a smile.

"Tell me, Sammy, how do you think it was that Man left behind the life
of'a wanderer and began to settle down in one location, changing from
a society of hunter-gatherers to one of agriculture and domesticity?"

That was an easy one. Sam had learned the answer years before in
secondary school. "As the great beasts began to die out, and Man's
numbers started to swell, a more constant food source was required to
survive. It became impractical to move large groups across such vast
distances while following the herd animals, so they turned to a more
stable food supply in the form of whatever crops they could grow."

"And how did they learn to do that?" Gabriel asked.
"Well, ah, I suppose they just figured it out."

It was a weak answer, and Sam knew it, but it was the only one he
had. He'd never considered the question before, having taken the
stock answer his schooling had taught him and leaving it at that.

He looked over at Gabriel, his eyebrows raised questioningly.
"'l tell you how they did it, Sam. They had help."
"Help?"



"Yes, help. Help froma race of people who had come before them,
and had learned to do it on their own. You see, your history books
only tell you the basics. Of how Man slowly adapted, leaving his
ancestral ways behind. But that's not really what happened. Did you
really think humanity managed to do it all on their own?" Gabriel
asked, and for the first time Sam heard something besides simple good
cheer in his friend's voice. For just a moment, he thought there was a
touch of arrogance there, too.

"Long ago, before Man ascended from his primal beginnings, there
was another age, the Age of Creation it was called, and in this time
other beings ruled the land. The wisest, gentlest of these were known
as the Elders. They were the most important link in man's transition
from brutality to civilization. The Elders were human in appearance, so
much so that if you were to pass one on the streets today you would
see no difference. Your mind and your soul might notice something, for
the Elders were different. They were more civilized, more at peace
with thenselves and the world around them than any other race from
then until now. If you were not completely anesthetized by the
wonderless world in which you now live, you would recognize the
differences between our races."

Gabriel paused for a moment and in the silence Sam was struck by the
odd notion that what Gabriel was speaking of hinself, that he had lived
and walked among the Elders.

"They used harmony to create a vast civilization that spanned the
globe. They raised cities of wonder, full of joy and light, whose
sparkling towers reached for the heavens above with grace and spirtt,
and let all who saw them know that these were a people to be



respected. A people to be loved.

"Some of the Elders took a liking to the ape-like creatures that were
Man's ancestors. Slowly their confidence was won with offers of food
and other gifts. The Elders began to teach them, discovering early on
that several of these beings had a rudimentary intelligence different
from the other creatures of the wild. It quickly became a mission of
the Elders to raise these creatures up from the level of the beasts
around them and give them something more."

Gabriel turned to face Sam, his eyes shining with intensity. His hand
shot out from under the bedclothes and grabbed Sans wrist. "Think
of it, Sam! A whole race devoted to bettering the lives of another.
What hope they must have had! What joy! What a wonderful world to
have lived in!"

His grip loosened, and Gabriel slumped back against the pillows. "That
was to prove their undoing, their downfall."

Sam was eager to hear more. "What do you mean, 'their downfall?" he
asked. "Did Man turn against them? Destroy them?"

"Not directly. You see, there was another race competing with the
Elders for supremacy. These winged, vaguely reptilian creatures were
the antithesis of the Elders, full of cruelty and rage, but no less
ntelligent. They preyed on the lesser races. They called themselves the
Na’Karat, but it was their habit of swooping down out of a dark night
sky to attack their prey that earned them the nickname, ‘Nightshades’.
They hunted many different kinds of creatures, but enjoyed hunting
those primeval humans more than any other type of game. Man had
more intelligence, and therefore had a richer, deeper notion of fear,



and it was fear that the Nightshades were after. They fed on the meat,
but it was the fear that sustained them, fear that fulfilled their warped
sense of spiritual need.

"Where the Elders sought to help the humans, the Nightshades wanted
nothing more than to allow them to wallow in their primitiveness. They
were cattle, nothing more, and the Nightshades treated them as such,
herded and corralled and hunted for the sustenance they could
provide."

"So, what happened?"

"War happened, Sam. War. The Elders couldn't sit idly by and watch
this occur. They went to arns against the Nightshades and swore the
conflict would not end until the humans were freed and allowed to
prosper as befitted an intelligent race. Where once was peaceful
coexistence, now was racial hatred. Vast armies marched out of our
great cities."

"Armies led by those who would later become legends - Michael,
Uriel, even Gabriel - marched onto the fields of battle. Down out of
the sky came the 'Shades to greet them, in numbers so vast the brilliant
blue above was blotted out by their forms."

Sam could see it all in his mind's eye, his writer's imagination filling in
the details. He saw the armies of the Elders marching off to war, their
raiment golden in the sunlight. He imagined heroic stands against
incalculable odds, the armies of good triumphing over those of

darkness, conveniently forgetting that war is never that simple or
bloodless.

He realized suddenly that it had gone quiet. Gabriel was sitting and



studying him. Sam felt uncomfortable under the intensity of that gaze
but he wanted to hear the end. "Who won?" he asked.

Gabriel smiled a tight, bitter smile in response. "No one won, Sam
Battle after battle raged, the best of both races lying to rot in the bright
sunlight of those fields strewn with the dead. Cities crumbled under the
onslaught and the dark caverns of the Nightshades were routed and
destroyed. The numbers on each side dwindled. Yet still they fought on
in their stubbornness, the war continued on not for the noble reasons it
had begun but out of pure hatred and vengeance for all those who had
fallen before. Every man, woman and child on both sides joined in the
struggle. Before long, what had once been a glorious civilization was
now a decrepit ruin. The few surviving members on either side saw the
destruction, and mourned for what had passed from the world. They
kept on fighting until there were too few remaining for the races to
survive. Both the Elders and the Nightshades dwindled in number, bled
nto extinction by their own foolishness. Out of the ashes of their
contlict came Man, for he had watched and learned as the battle
raged. Freed fiom the one predator that had effectively culled their
numbers, they multiplied rapidly. The wisest of them remembered the
lessons that the Elders had taught them and slowly led the others in that
long climb toward civilization."

At that moment Sam's beeper went off, signaling that another patient
somewhere on the floor needed him.

"Damn!" he swore, not wanting to leave.

As if sensing Sam’s thoughts, Gabriel smiled and said, "Go on,
Sammy. It's all right. I'm sure we'll speak of this again some other
time."



Sam thanked him for the story and slipped out the door, his thoughts
on the Elders and the sacrifice they might have made for mankind had
the tale been true.

Behind him, in that last, lonely room on the left, the final member of an
all but forgotten race smiled another tired smile.

It was done.
The seeds had been sown.
All that was left was to see if they bore fiuit.

* % %

After all that had happened that day, Jake didn’t feel like being alone.
Sam was at work, so hanging with him and talking it all over was out
of the question. While Sam was allowed visitors, especially during the
night shift when no one else was around to tell him differently, Jake
didn’t feel like making the forty-five minute ride into Glendale.

A quick glance at his watch told him Katelynn would be home by now,
so he turned his Jeep in that direction and drove across town to her
place.

As he neared the top of her walk he realized that she was sitting in the
large swing on her front porch.

“Hi. You look tired,” she said, as he sat down next to her.

“You have no idea,” he replied. “Hey; is that new?”” He pointed to the



red gemstone she wore on a gold chain about her neck.

“Sam’s friend, Gabriel sent it over this afternoon with a note saying it
was his way of saying thanks for spending time with him this morning, 1
called and told him I could not accept something so obviously
expensive, but he sweet-talked me into keeping it.”” She smiled. “So
what the heck. How did the morning go?”’

“You’re never going believe it, Katelynn.”” He told her about the day he
and Sam had shared; the discovery of the break-in, the investigation
of the tunnel, their finding Kyle’s body deep underground.

Listening to him, Katelynn understood the source of the feelings of
unease she’d had the night before. She’d suspected they’d find
something unusual, but she never would have thought they’d find a
corpse.

At least not yet.

“A secret tunnel from the house leading to the family crypt? Sounds
like one of Sam’s novels, Jake.”

“No kidding. The Sheriff was ticked that I opened the door, but he got
over it pretty quickly. I think he was as spooked as I was over the

whole thing.”
“What do you think happened to Kyle?”
“T don’t know. The Sheriff thinks it was a drug overdose, something

like that.”” Jake chuckled, “‘Sam would probably tell you that an
ancient curse had just arisen to claim its first victim.”

The two talked on for another hour before calling it a night, never
realizing how close to the truth Jake’s comment had actually been.



CHAPTER TWELVE
BLOODSTONE

The dream begins innocently enough.

In her sleep, Katelynn moves through an amusement park with Jake at
her side. Sights and sounds slip past in a kaleidoscope of activity.
Flashing lights, turning wheels, the harsh bark of'a carny’s voice. They
ride the Tilt-a- Whirl, then the Viking Longboat. Jake wins her a teddy
bear by knocking down milk bottles with a softball. It is a typical
dream, skipping from scene to scene with no real connectivity, yet
somehow making sense just the same.

Suddenly, a flashing red light intrudes fiom the other side of the
carnival. A light so sharp, so insistent, that Katelynn is drawn
irrevocably toward it. Jake fades into obscurity behind her as she
moves out of his reach. The light draws her forward, and the
cacophony on all sides slips away into oblivion as all of her attention is
tied up in chasing that insistent beacon.

In reality, Katelynn tosses and turns beneath the sheets, the ruby red
stone about her throat pulsing with light.

She sleeps on and the carnival fades away, replaced with a thick gray
haze that swirls around her in lazy spirals, shifting and churning, The
light shines before her, closer now, hidden somewhere in the depths of
that mist.



Katelynn sturbles in after it.

The haze shifts, and Katelynn finds herself standing before the light as

it hangs motionless in the air before her. It shines vividly, cutting through
the murk, pulsing with an eerie life. Katelynn watches as her arm lifts
of its own accord and reaches to touch ...

She soars high above the ground, carried aloft like a glider tossed into
a storm. The wind is cool, flickering across her flanks in a silkken
caress. The sky around her is dark with heavy rain-laden clouds
extending out to the horizon, shutting out the afternoon light, for which
she is thankful.

The storm comes on fast, without warning, and she rejoices in the
opportunities it could bring,

She drops lower, riding one of the storm’s savage currents in a swift,
sickening drop that plunges her several hundred feet in seconds, the air
screaming past her ears with a shrill, bestial shrick. She recovers easily;
swooping along now just above the tree line, following the trail she
sees below her, knowing that it was often used by those she sought.

Movement catches her attention.

She shifts lower, mere feet above the ground now, and angles off to
the left in order to intercept whatever it is. A moment or two and the
thing comes into view.

It is an antelope, with long curving horns atop its head and a brown
and golden coat. It is part of a herd, which comes into view as she
sails over the head of the first animal. Her presence starts them milling
about, nervous but not yet panicked. As a group they collectively wait
to see what she will do, watching her closely with upturned heads.



She has better sport this night, however, and she glides over their
heads without giving them another thought.

She regains some altitude, and uses the warmer currents to glide and
detect movement on the plain beneath. A dark, scorched section of
earth can be made out to the west, and she notes it with a sort of grim
satisfaction. Her enemies had once lived there, in a great sprawling city
that stood as a fortress against her kind, but had finally fallen in a
glorious battle. The streets of that city had flown red with the blood
from those fed upon that night.

Not long after she passed the city, she spotted what she was looking
for. A thin colunm was moving along the path, at this height little more
than specks in motion. She had hunted here before and knew that she
had found her target.

She swooped closer, and counted fourteen of the herd moving in
tandem the way the Elders had taught them. They found a certain level
of protection in this fashion, occasionally managing to fend off an
attack with the help of the four-legged animals that traveled with them.
It didn’t happen often, but it also didn’t hurt to assess the situation
before attacking,

Another of the Na’Karat was trailing this group, she noticed, a large
male, hanging off to the side, watching just as she was. From the haste
of the group below, they had obviously seen him, and were now trying
to reach a sheltered location before he attacked. The fool, she thought.
He had allowed hinmself to be seen too soon and was now simply
compounding the error. He would lose his chance if he did not engage
soon.



She decided to make her move before he could.

She flew overhead and began to circle the group. Below, the cattle
swiftly pulled in their ranks, moving to forma large circle with the
weakest in the center and the strong on the rim, just as the Elders had
taught them.

It would do themno good.

She spotted a straggler, an offSpring by the size, tens of yards away
from the group and moving slowly. She smiled, her tongue flicking
across her teeth. That would be the one.

She folded her wings and dropped toward the earth.
Her victim was twenty feet from the group when she struck.

Unfolding her wings, she used the resistance of the wind to slow her
descent abruptly, so she seemed to appear out of nowhere directly in
front of it. As expected, it froze in place for a moment.

That was all the time she needed.

She swung one of her arms around in a blinding fast arc, the talons on
the end of each finger extended.

She shrieked with satisfaction as flesh tore, blood flew, and the stench
of pain rose mto the air...

* % %

Katelynn awoke screaming in her bed.



She knew instantly she’d had a nightmare; her heart was thundering in
her chest and her body was soaked with sweat.

She had only a fleeting recollection of what it had been about,
however, and that quickly slipped away as she tried to get herself
under control.

She got up and went into the bathroom. Using a facecloth soaked in
cool water, she wiped her upper body down and splashed some water
on her face. Her heartbeat slowly returned to normal.

By the time she climbed back into bed, the dream was no more. It had
slipped away as swiftly as the morning dew under the summer sun.

Five minutes later she was fast asleep.
It had been the first of the dreans, but it would not be the last.

* % %

Across town, the beast turned in his sleep, his dream disturbed by an
unwanted presence.

It lasted no more than a moment, however, and the creature never fully
awoke, preferring to sink back into his memories of another time and
place.

He gave the presence not another thought.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
GRUESOME DISCOVERIES

The ringing of the phone jarred him awake.
"Wilson here."
"Sorry to disturb you, sir. But we've got a bad one."

Damon listened for a few moments and then hung up. He was dressed
and out the door in less than ten minutes, using both the sirens and
lights as he climbed the hills into Harrington Falls. As he made his way
down Chestnut Street, it was easy to see the activity that surrounded
the house at the end of the block.

The house was a beacon, shining in the darkness, calling out to him,
demanding the justice which he could supply, commanding him to
avenge those who lay still and silent inside.

Though he was still half a mile away, he could see the house clearly. It
stood out from the rest because it was the only one on the block with
every window bathed with electric light, like a blazing torch in an
empty field, and he moved toward it reluctantly.

The unspeakable had occurred. For the first time in over twenty years,
there had been a murder in Harrington Falls.

Damon didn't want to see what lie waiting inside those four walls,
didn't want to smell the fieshly spilled blood or see the wounds, didn't
want to stare into lifeless eyes and wonder what they had seen in those
last few precious moments before death.

Despite his resignation he continued on, if for no other reason than it



was his job. There was no one else to do it.

He'd only gone to bed moments before the call had come, and as he
put down the receiver he realized he hadn't been surprised to learn that
someone had been killed. All evening since leaving the office he'd been
nervous, watchful, unable to relax and settle down the way he usually
did after a day's work, his conversation with Strickland replaying over
and over again like a Top Forty record in his mind. It was almost as if
he'd been expecting something to happen.

‘When he arrived he could see the house was set back from the street
on a thickly wooded lot. In the drive were several police cars, their
blue lights flashing, giving the house's white paint a sickly glow. Two
ambulances were parked at the curb.

The house was a split-level, as were many of the others in this
neighborhood, though some work had been done to subtly alter its
appearance. There was a small addition, probably a den or TV room,
jutting out from the rear left corner, and from this a wide latticed porch
extended around to its opposite corner on the front. The original
windows facing the street had been taken out, and two large bay
windows had been installed in their place, looking to Damon like the
bulbous eyes of some giant fly.

The Sheriff looked away, suddenly uncomfortable.

For just a moment, he'd been struck by the uneasy feeling that he was
being watched.

His attention turned to the thick row hedges that lined the path from the
front door to the drive, and the manner in which the pines in the back
yard crept across the rear of the property. Both areas would provide



fine places for concealment for anyone trying to approach the house
undetected, and he made a mental note to have the boys check them
for any sign that the killer had indeed been there.

Deciding he couldn't postpone the inevitable any longer, Damon
resigned hinself to what lay ahead and walked to the front door.

Inside was chaos.

The living room was in shambles. A recliner had been overturned, its
leather upholstery slashed. Cushions from the sofa and loveseat were
strewn about the room, ripped as well, their white foam interiors
spilling out around the jagged tears. It looked as if someone had taken
the same knife to the heavy drapes too as they now hung in ragged
strips. The floor was littered with chunks of ceramic and glass; all that
remained of what Damon guessed had once been a pair of table

lamps.

Two technicians were moving about the room, pausing now and again
to scoop some object into one of the many clear plastic envelopes that
jutted from their pockets.

Ore of them looked up and waved a hand in the direction the hallway
was leading, and Damon followed it to a stairway that led to the
second floor.

At the top, Deputy Frank Castiglioni stepped out of the shadows to
greet him Frank was a ten-year veteran of the force, and one of
Damon's most hardened and experienced officers.

"Sheriff}" he said in greeting.
"How's it going, Frank?" Damon noticed his fellow officer was pale, his



voice slightly off key. Behind the man's back, where he obviously
hoped Damon wouldn't be able to see it, Castiglioni's right hand was

shaking violently.
"Is it bad?" he asked.

The other man swallowed once, hard, and then nodded. He tried a
weak smile but failed to bring it off.

Damon laid a comforting hand on Frank's shoulder, and then moved
past him. He stopped at the entrance of the room just beyond, his bulk
framed in the narrow doorway.

‘What he saw in front of him made the bile rush to the top of his throat,
and for a moment he thought he might be sick at a scene for the first
time in many years, but after a moment or two the sensation passed.

"Holy Mother of God.”
‘What he saw here was far, far worse than what he'd expected.
The roomwas a slaughterhouse.

Blood was splattered everywhere; on the floor, on the ceiling, on the
walls. It was as if someone had taken buckets of the stuff and merrily
splashed it around.

Pieces of bloody human flesh were likewise cast about, scattered
across the floor and atop various pieces of furniture.

Ahand, with only three fingers intact, dangled from an open dresser
drawer, the missing digits ripped off at the first knuckle.

A foot, still clad in a blood-stained slipper lay in the middle of the
floor, the shinbone was shining whitely through the torn and bloody



flesh.

Many of the other pieces were unrecognizable as to what part of the
body they had originated from, a fact which Damon found increasingly
disturbing as his gaze kept returning to them repeatedly, his mind trying
to discern what they once might have been, so as to give order to the
chaos.

‘What he took to be glistening lengths of rope dangled about the
curtains that concealed the surface of the king-size bed, reminding him
of the tinsel he used to decorate his Christmas tree every year.

Curious, he stepped closer, only to realize with rapidly escalating
horror that they were actually human entrails.

In the back of his mind an evil little voice began singing, "A Slinky, a
Slinky, a wonderfil, wonderful toy, a Slinky, a Slinky, they're fim for a
girl and a boy."

Vomit surged back up into his throat, and this time he barely managed
to choke it back down, leaving a foul taste in his mouth that matched
nicely with the reek of death that hung in his nostrils.

In all his years of police work, he had never seen anything so vile.
So twisted.
So undeniably evil.

Contflicting emotions ran through him as he stared down at the carnage
before him, the sickness he felt warring with his need to study the
scene and understand just what had happened.

Anger reared its ugly head, and he let it come, knowing it would help



calmnerves that were dangerously close to the breaking point. Anger
would get him past his revulsion, would allow him to look at the
situation objectively. He clung to it, wrapping it around him the same
way a child might envelope itself in a comforting blanket on a cold
winter's night.

I'll make the bastard who did this pay, he vowed to himself, and felt a
little better for the thought.

For the first time Damon noticed a police photographer was in the
room with him, had indeed been clicking away the whole time Damon
had been standing there, ignoring his presence, wanting to finish up and
get the hell out of there.

Damon didn't blame him.

"There's more, boss," a voice said from behind him. ""The rest is worse,
if that's possible to imagine."

Damon didn't trust hinself'to speak, so he just turned to look at
Frank. The rest of it? Worse? What the hell could be worse than this?

Castiglioni motioned the Sheriff towards the bed and Damon followed,
his feet as heavy as cement blocks. He didn't want to get any closer,
didn't want to see what his fellow officer had to show him, but duty
compelled him to follow. Frank ducked under a low hanging piece of
ntestine, and drew back the hanging curtains, exposing the bed itself
and what lay atop it.

Damon felt the breath sucked from his lungs at the sight.

A human corpse was on the bed, and from its musculature Damon
could tell it had been a male. From its chest gaped a savage wound,



and it was from here that the internal organs had been pulled and
stretched forth to the canopy around them If that wasn't enough, the
body had also been dismembered.

And beheaded.

The sheer brutality of the act was sickening, Damon hoped to God
that the victim, whoever he had been, had been dead long before the
killer had performed his grotesque artistry. To even contemplate what
the man might have endured had he been alive was unthinkable; his
mind balked at the very concept.

‘When he had recovered sufficient breath to speak, Damon asked,
"Where's his head?" He noticed his voice trembled when he spoke,
and wondered if Frank had noticed it, too.

Frank laughed, a strange eerie chuckle. Wilson instantly recognized it
for what it was; the type of laugh you make to chase away the willies
when you're alone in an empty house in the dead of night. It was the
sound of a man doing his best to reassure himself.

And miserably failing,

It was anything but comforting.

"In the bathroom," Frank replied. He hesitated, clearly considering
how much to say, and then decided against saying anything at all, for he

merely indicated once again that Damon should follow. The two of
them crossed the room, to where a door stood next to the bureau.

It was not the extravagant master bath Damon had expected. An oval-
shaped mirror hung over a marble sink. A toilet stood to his left, a
claw-foot tub to his right.



Frank nodded at the open toilet.

Damon stepped over and looked down, peripherally aware that Frank
had moved back out of the room

The man's missing head was stuffed i the toilet bowl, the once blue-
tinged water a sickly purple hue from the blood that had been spilled
mto it from the leaking head.

The man's white hair writhed about his head like living seaweed. His
ghastly dead face was frozen in an expression of horror; his mouth
open wide in a silent scream of pain, his empty eye sockets still leaking
blood.

For just a split second, Damon's mind told him it wasn't real.
But it was.
And deep down inside, he knew it.

He turned away, unable to face that eyeless, accusing stare a moment
longer, only to find he could still feel its gaze burning nto his back.

""You poor bastard," he muttered under his breath.

Numbed by all the destruction, he stood there for a moment, seeing
hinself in the bedroom mirror, his eyes reflecting the questions that
were rushing around inside his head.

This was worse than anything he had imagined. That he was the best
man to be in this position was beyond a doubt; the rest of the men on
the force had never dealt with any type of violent crime. They were
good, yes, but something like this was beyond the scope of their
experience. They were police officers in a small town, and things like



this just didn't happen in a place like this. In the city it was different,
and Damon knew that from too many years of personal experience.

Now he wondered if those years would be enough.
And then another, more chilling thought occurred to him.
What if the bastard killed again before they could stop him?

The thought of bodies piling up around him while the investigation
floundered sent a stream of sweat rolling down his back, dredging up
all the old concerns and self-doubts. The mountainous weight of
responsibility settled about his shoulders like a cloak, and he was
suddenly more scared of failure than he'd ever been.

What if my best just wasn't good enough? he asked himself.
‘What then?

He forced his doubts away, knowing he needed to concentrate in
order to get the job done. Frank was waiting for him in the bedroom.

Now that the initial shock had passed, Damon found he could think a
bit clearer. He asked the first, obvious question, "The radio call
mentioned two bodies. Where’s the other?"

Frank glanced away, uneasily. "Look around,” he directed, waving his
hand about the room

Damon did. All he saw were bits and pieces of flesh everywhere.
The implication of his officer's words sank in slowly.

He turned to face him "You mean..."

"Yeah. There's not enough flesh missing from the male's corpse to



account for all this mess, so most of it had to come fromthe guy's
wife. We can't find the rest of her body though, so we think maybe
whoever did this took it when he left."

"We got an I.D. on the body yet?" Damon asked.

"Yeah, but its still unconfirmed. Some of the pictures in the house
match this guy here, near as we can tell. George Cummings. We have
to wait until the coroner does the prints to be sure, but I'd bet next
week’s pay on it. We've got an A.P.B. out on the wife, just to be sure
she isn't the cutter and that it wasn't some young bimbo that got
chopped up with him."

"Anyone call Strickland?"
"Yeah. Should be here any mmnute now."

Damon nodded approvingly. The officers were doing their jobs despite
the atrocity around them, and of that he could be proud. "Okay then,
let's get out of here and let the techs do their jobs." He waved Frank
out of the room before him, and the other man seemed more than
happy to oblige. Damon didn't blame him, if he had to spend another
moment in that room he thought he might scream. Back downstairs, the
two of them gathered the other officers who weren't currently involved
in securing the sight from the crowd that was beginning to show up,
and assembled them in a loose huddle by the patrol cars.

Damon began giving out assignments, doing his best to get the situation
under control and the investigation rolling. There was no time to lose.
He knew the cardinal rule of homicide investigations; most killers will
be caught in the first forty-eight hours of the investigation, if they were
going to be caught at all. When he was finished, one of the men raised



his hand.
"What do we do about the press?" the officer asked. "The local papers

have got people already out there, mixin' with the crowd and tryin' to
get inside. The TV crews can't be that far behind."

Damon swore under his breath. He knew he couldn't contain this for
long, but letting it out now would just cause panic in the streets. He
thought hard for a moment. "Okay, listen up. I want all of you to keep
your mouths shut on this one. Ifthey get one hint about what we got
upstairs, I'll come down on every one of you, you got that? At the
moment we're the only ones who know how bad it is, and we've got to
keep it to ourselves until the P.R. people can assemble a press
conference in the morning. We don't know if this is a one-timer or not,
and we don't need any other loony out there starting to act like a
copycat. Keep the details to yourselves. If anyone asks, let 'em know
we got a suspicious death, and leave it at that. If anyone gives you any
trouble, you send 'em direct to me, got it? Questions? Okay then, get
to work."

The men moved off'to follow their orders, leaving Damon alone for the
moment. He shimped against the side of his vehicle, suddenly drained.
He stood there and stared out into the night, wondering about the
killer.

‘Who was he? What did he look like?

More importantly, where was he now?

At the moment, Damon didn't have any answers.
But he would discover them in time.



He had to.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
ASUMMONS IN THE NIGHT

Midnight.
The night was still
Hushed.

Expectant.

The moon hung low on the horizon, looming there as if poised on the
edge of a long drop. Since it was early in its ascension, it filled the sky,
a vast ball of incandescence that punched a hole in the night's
blackness.

Standing on his balcony, the smooth flagstones beneath his feet damp
fromthe evening's chill and glistening with the silvery blue light of the
moon, Hudson Blake gazed out into that darkness, watchful and

vigilant.
As he watched the darkness, he felt it watching him in return.
He sensed it was hungry.

Turning away, he reentered his study through the set of French doors
that led to the balcony, and crossed the room, picking up the withered
journal that lay open on his desk. The book's leather binding was stiff
and laced with cracks, its pages fragile, yellow with age and neglect.

He read aloud the entry written on the open page.
"To summon the Beast, one must make a true and worthy sacrifice. An



offering of that which is most precious to the denizens of the pit must
be made swiftly and without hesitation. Once the blood has been shed,
if ye are of sound mind and valor, you must take up the Bloodstone in
both hands, cupping it between the palms, with the left hand, the Hand
of Vengeance, above the right, the Hand of Righteousness. Repeating
the words of the unholy incantation contained herein, reach out with
the very essence of your now danmned soul and call forth that which
you desire."

He'd read that passage more than a hundred times, and the words fell
from his lips with the ease of long familiarity.

Having made a substantial study of ancient, mystical traditions, Hudson
dismissed most of the text as bullshit. Such rituals were mainly for
show, to bolster the performer’s image in the eyes of the uninitiated.

But as the best lies often contain a kernel of truth, so too did the
description of the ritual contain the clues needed to bring it to its
proper fruition. And in this instance, Blake was certain he had correctly
identified them

The remarks about the crystal were the key.

Carefully laying the book back onto the desk, Hudson reached up
under the collar of the shirt he wore and removed the necklace that
was hanging about his neck. The dark stone that dangled on the end of
the chain spun in the air like a pendulum, sending off tiny flashes of
crimson whenever it was touched by the roonts light.

This was the crystal to which the journal had been referring.
The Bloodstone.



He stared at it now, wondering as always where his ancestor,
Sebastian had obtained it. Years earlier he'd shown it to several
prominent jewelers. None of them had been able to identify the type
of stone or its country of origin. Ever since, it had held a particular
fascination for him and he’d often gaze at it for long periods of time,
attempting to unlock its secrets.

What he did understand was that it was the stone itself, not the ritual or
its flowery incantations that would allow him to commumnicate with the
beast his ancestor had known as Moloch.

He held it up to the lamp, shining the light on its ruby surface. Deep
inside the stone, he thought he could see movement.

His eyes narrowed as he looked closer.
There! Something had shifted position deep within its depths.
But what?

While he yearned for the answers, he knew they were really not all that
important. Only what the stone would allow himto do was.

He leaned over the desk and reread the vital line in the journal.

"...reach out with the very essence of your soul and call forth that
which you desire."

At first, the line had confused him. How does one reach out with the
essence of his soul? But after a time he came to realize that he was
seeking a deeper meaning than necessary, that the words needed to be
taken in the literal sense. Medieval writers had seen the mind and the
soul as one, so the passage was actually referring to the mind. Thus
reaching out with his soul really meant reaching out with his mind.



He believed that somehow the crystal channeled his thought patterns,
much the same way as an antenna will channel radio signals.

All that he had to do to reach Moloch was think about him.
It should be that sinple.

He’d tried it before however, without success. His failure with the
stone and his inability to find the hidden vault had caused him to
dismiss the entire legend of his ancestor’s winged familliar as so much
fantasy.

But now that the vault had been found, he was convinced that the
journal’s contents were true.
Maybe it was my doubt all along that prevented the connection.

The discovery of the body in the basement of Stonemoor had added
fuel to the flames of his beliefs, and after getting all the information
from Caruso that he could, he decided that there was only one
possible explanation.

The journal was true; the beast did exist.

And with the death of that vandal, it seemed to have returned to the
world after hiding itself for so long,

Not that he cared about the fool who had been killed, that wasn't
important. What was important was the fact that at last he'd be able to
prove the family legends that had intrigued him all of his adult life. The
end of his search was finally in sight.

His fingers itched to seize the power in their bony grasp.
He first learned of the beast's existence when he'd found the journal



years before, hidden in a niche in the fireplace in one of the mansion's
unused rooms. Upon reading it, Hudson scoffed at the information it
contained, but later found hinself irresistibly drawn back to its musty,
yellowed pages again and again, his mind alight with the possibilities he
saw there. It was in the journal that he also learned of his ancestor's
pact with the Beast, and the awesome powers it employed for him
Dreaming of possessing such knowledge for hinself] he set about to
learn if what the journal contained was true.

Tonight he would finally know.
It was time to begin.

Holding the crystal in one hand by its slim gold chain, he moved to the
center of the room.

On the floor at his feet rested a number of objects. Considering what
he was about to do, he decided to take certain precautions.

Blake was not a deeply religious man and never had been. When he
was younger he scoffed at the idea of God and his army of heavenly
hosts. Likewise, if there was no God, then there was no Satan, and no
demonic army with which to corrupt man from the salvation that
supposedly awaited him.

As he'd grown older, he discovered the power that a religious leader
can hold over his followers, particularly religions of a darker nature.
He joined one after another, studying the craft, learning from those
above him before ruthlessly replacing them, taking their power for his
own. All those years had slowly but surely convinced him that there
was some truth to what the leaders preached. He had become
convinced that there was another realm of reality separate from our



own, which could be tapped mto with the right methods. It didn't
matter what you called it; the supernatural realm, the astral plane, the
Other Side, whatever. It was there. Waiting to be made use of. Of that
he was certain. Once he made this concession, it was only a short step
to believe that this other realm was populated by beings of which we
have little knowledge. Hudson felt it was through encounters with
creatures from the Other Side that led man to invent religion. After all,
what is religion but the attempt to explain that which man fears and
doesn't understand?

Although he still scoffed at the old rituals with their trappings of
mysticism and their elaborate schemes to protect the summoner from
the very powers he sought to invoke, he did not abandon them entirely.
After all, what if there was some validity to them? Could he take the
chance and leave himself vulnerable to the very creature he sought to
summon and harness for his own use?

No.

That would be foolish and Hudson Blake was anything but a foolish
man.

He replaced the crystal around his neck so that he would have both
hands free. Shedding the long, black robe he was wearing, he carefully
folded it and laid it aside. He took up a small clay bowl in both hands
and moved to the open floor space immediately in front of the French
doors.

He held the bowl upright in front of him at arni's length as if in silent
supplication, remaining that way for several long moments.

Lowering his arns, he dipped his left hand inside and took up a handful



of the fine white salt that filled the bowl. He knelt on one knee and
slowly began to let the mixture fall from his grasp to forma smooth,
unbroken line on the floor. Once his hand was empty he repeated the
process, inching backward as he went, bit by little bit, until a circle
eight feet in diameter was laid out around him

Satisfied, he stepped out of the circle, carefully avoiding making
contact with the powder so its integrity as an unbroken circle would
remain intact, and returned to the small pile of objects a few feet away.

Bending, he picked up a small cage and a leather wrapped parcel of
considerable length. A large black cat lay curled inside the cage and
hissed warily as he lifted the cage, watching him with liquid green eyes
that accused without words.

Blake grinned.

He hated cats. Always had. He went out of his way to use them in his
rituals, taking a sadistic delight in ridding the world of as many of the
foul little beasts as he could. With the two objects in hand, he
reentered the circle, again carefully stepping over the boundary, and
moved to the center, setting the cage at his feet.

He unwrapped the second object, tossing the covering it had been
wrapped in outside the circle. The sword swept fiee of its scabbard
with a soft reptilian hiss, and the sound of the steel scraping against the
leather sent the blood quickening in his veins. This was the part of the
ritual he liked best, and so he waited a few minutes, letting the
anticipation he was feeling build until it was a raging river surging
against the mental dann of his will

‘When the time was right, when his exciterment had reached the proper



fevered pitch, he straightened and raised the weapon aloft.

Naked, with the moonlight rippling across the silver blue steel of the
blade and a light breeze stirring the edges of his hair like the touch of
unseen phantom fingers, Hudson Blake began to sing,

The song started as a low murmur, the sound of the wind whispering
through the river reeds, but it built with power as he went, getting
louder, stronger, until it grew into the roar of a thousand voices all
crying out at once.

In the midst of this, he withdrew the cat from ts cage. It hissed and
spat at him, scratching his forearm with its claws, but he ignored the
attacks. He made certain he had a firm grip beneath its forelegs and
then held it out at arms-length, away from his body, still singing all the
while.

He drew the sword over his shoulder until he could feel the soft kiss of
the blade against the bare flesh of his lower back.

Suddently, abruptly, he stopped singing.

The silence was thick with tension, the air in the room seeming heavier
than when he'd begun, filled now with a vibrant energy.

The cat met his gaze with its own.
Understanding passed between them

The sword came whistling down, cutting through the air with an eerie
shriek.

The cat's severed head fell at Blake's feet with a soft, wet sound.
Blood sprayed from the stump of its neck; a hot crimson fountain that



splashed Hudson's face and upper body.

Moving quickly, he held the sword beneath the cat's upended corpse,
turning it like a spit on a barbecue so that the entire blade was covered
with blood before the river stopped. When the blood ceased to flow,
he tossed the corpse across the room

With the dripping blade he unhesitatingly traced a pentagram inside the

boundaries of the circle he had created earlier. According to custom,
as long as he remained inside the symbol he would be safe from harm

Not being the type to risk everything on one toss of the dice however,
Blake stepped clear of the circle and retrieved the last object he'd left
on the floor. The Smith and Wesson felt satisfyingly heavy in his hands.

He hoped he wouldn't have to use it.

Returning to the circle, Blake laid the pistol down between his feet.
With his other hand he thrust the sword point-first into the floor in front
of him so that it stood upright without any support.

He knelt and meditated for several moments, clearing his mind of all
extraneous thought.

‘When he was ready he reached up, cupped the Bloodstone between
both palms, and called out with his mind into the dark night,
summoning the beast to his side.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN



A WITNESS IN THE DARK

On the other side of town, something stirred.

He awakened slowly, ponderously, like a dragon aroused from its
enchanted slumber.

He blinked his yellow, cat-like eyes, once, twice, three times.

A voice was calling to him in his mind, a voice he didn't recognize.
Ifit had been the old man, he simply would have ignored it, having

already decided he would deal with the old fool when the time was
right. But this wasn't the Elder, nor one of his own kind.

So who then?

As far as he knew, the old man and he were the only survivors of the
Age of Creation.

Therefore, it had to be a human.
The notion filled him with mild amusement.

Curious, he closed his eyes and relaxed, sloughing off the earthly
restraints imposed on his body, sending his awareness soaring out into
that dark realm that separates this world from the next; that place out
of time, out of space, where the physical laws of reality no longer
have any meaning.

In that realm he was fiee to travel wherever he willed and he used the
summons as a beacon, honing in on i, following it to its source.

‘What he saw there surprised and delighted him



It also aroused his hunger.
Taking to the sky, he headed in that direction.

*k sk ok

In her dream, Katelynn was standing in the cemetery.
It was late at night.

The moon was hanging in the sky, a baleful eye in the darkness. Its
cold blue light touched the edges of the gravestones around her,
sending their long, solenn shadows across the dew-wet grass in
perfect rank and file, reminding her of an army standing watchful and
still.

A grim, motionless army.
The air was heavy with their silence.
Feeling this silence all about her, Katelynn grew afraid.

Without knowing why, she began to run, slipping in and out between
the gravestones as she raced desperately across the wet grass. Her
heart was thumping wildly and the need to scream rose dangerously in
her throat.

She managed to stifle it in time, knowing that if she let it loose that he
would hear her.

That thought startled her and brought her up short in her headlong flight
to lean against the nearest tombstone.



"He'll hear me?"' she asked herself, with a moment's rational thought.
“Who will hear me?”’

She didn't know. But she did know he was there.
Behind her. In the darkness.

Coming for her.

She had to get away!

A whimper of fear escaped her lips as she pushed away from the
headstone and began running again.

The silence behind her changed; became the silence of fear, thick and
lazy.
The air grew colder.

She had the unmistakable feeling he was closer now, relentlessly
closing the distance between them, and she glanced around frantically,
knowing he was out there but unable to find him

And then she fell.

k ok 3k

The night grew still.

Even the trees seemed to be holding their breath, standing immobile,
frozen in place.

The light breeze that had been blowing moments before suddenly



died.
The crickets stopped their singing.
From where he knelt in the middle of the floor, Hudson Blake opened
his eyes and looked around the room

He was alone.

But he didn't expect to remain that way for long,

The beast was coming,..

The feeling that someone was nearby, watching, struck him suddenly,
and he instinctively cringed, reacting to the presence on a primal level,
animalistically aware of the nearness of danger.
Coming...coming,..coming...

His mind screamed at him to run but he remained where he was,
believing he was safe as long as he stayed within the confines of the
protective circle he'd created. He grasped the stone tighter between his

hands, his knuckles leeched white from the effort, and repeated the
name again and again in his mind, calling out to him

Moloch. ..
Moloch. ..
Moloch...
Abruptly, he realized he was no longer alone.

The warmth of life slowly seeped from his frame as he saw the
shadow that fell on the wooden floor, the shadow of the large hulking
beast that crouched on his balcony rail, its wings swept wide in the



moonlight.

Blake could only mutely stare as icy terror swept over him with the
swiftness of a cyclone, but it was too late for thoughts of escape.

Moloch had arrived.

* % %

The dream shifted, wavered, and then coalesced.

No longer in the cemetery, she found herself standing on a railing,
Behind her a thirty foot drop over the balcony stretched away to the
ground below. A pair of open French doors faced her, and through
them she could see an older man kneeling naked in the middle of the
floor. His chest and face were stained with a dark, crimson crust.

Dried blood, she realized, as its tangy aroma reached her nostrils. Her
mouth twisted into a wide, cruel grin.

Her tongue flicked forward, caressing her upper incisors, feeling their
length and sharpness.

What the hell? a distant part of her mind wondered.

A voice not her own spoke, and a chill ran up and down her spine at
the icy menace in its words.

"Give ne the stone," it said.

Ahand, her own but not her own, reached forward and uncurled its
fist.



She saw with growing horror that it wasn't human.

There were only four fingers, each one tipped with a razor sharp claw,
and when they curled into the palm and back out again, gesturing, she
heard them clicking together like the rasp of steel on steel.

Her breath caught in her throat as she tried to scream..

She awoke, gasping for air, the sound of her scream still ringing in her
ears. Something clutched at her out of the darkness, twined itself in
and out of her legs, and she screamed again, thrashing her limbs
frantically, fighting off whatever it was with strength born of desperate

With a start she realized she was merely tangled in her bed sheets, the
material clinging to her sweat-drenched skin.

"Oh, my God!" she said, her chest heaving as she fought to control the
wild beating of her heart.

"It was a nightmare, just a nightmare,” she mumbled as she shumped
back against the headboard, drained and exhausted.

Unlike most drears, this one stayed with her; most of the details
etched firmly in her mind. It had been shockingly real and frightening,
She couldn’t imagine what had caused it; she hadn’t had such a vivid
dream in years, certainly not one so violent.

Or so strange.

She sat up and glanced at the clock.
Three-thirty.

Hours before daylight yet.



She lay back down, willing her body to relax. In time her shaking
finally stopped and her breathing lost its ragged edge, returning to its

normal thythm.

Though she hadn't expected to return to sleep that night, her exhaustion
worked to her advantage. Eventually the gentle sounds of her own
breathing lulled her to sleep as easily as a child listening to a mother's
lullaby.

At her breast the red gemstone shone brightly with a crimson light all its
own.

Across town, Moloch, the beast the stone had connected her with,
continued with his bloody assault.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
PREMONITIONS

Katelynn awoke the next morning with a nagging suspicion that
something was wrong. The dream remained with her still and all
through breakfast images flashed before her, reminding her of the
horror she’d seen. The face of the man on the balcony kept playing
itself over and over again, haunting her, until she knew she would have
to do something about it.

Although she was reluctant to admit it to herself, she knew that face in
her dreans.



She saw the scene again in her mind.
The open balcony doors.
The symbols etched out on the floor.

The man standing in the center of the room, blood covering his face
and chest, a sword held in his right hand.

She’d seen both eager anticipation and sudden fear in his eyes.

Katelynn couldn’t deny it any longer. There was absolutely no doubt in
her mind that the man in her dreans had been Hudson Blake.

She saw enough in the local news and had even gone to his estate to
try and interview him at the start of her thesis. She could still recall his
haughty dismissal of her request and the way he’d slammed the door in
her face in dismissal.

‘What was he doing in her dreans?

Katelynn ate her breakfast, mulling it over, then picked up the phone
and called Jake. She told him that she had something important to
speak to him about, something that she had to do in person, and asked
if they could meet. Jake agreed and told her he’d be at her place
within the hour.

Good to his word, Jake arrived just on time. She let him in, and the
two of them walked through the kitchen and out onto the deck, where
they took seats next to each other on the patio chairs. It was a
gorgeous moming, but the heat of the sun did nothing to thaw the chill
in Katelynn’s bones.

“T want to go over to Riverwatch.”



Jake could see that she was agitated. “Why?”

“T want to try again to get Blake to give me an interview for my thesis.
I thought maybe you could help out.”

Jake laughed. “Hell, Katelynn. The man can’t stand me. You’d
probably have better luck going without me.”

“No, I don’t think so. He hired you, didn’t he? Maybe with you there
he will be more apt to say yes.”

Katelynn didn’t like lying to Jake. He was a friend and deserved
better, but she knew that if she told the truth, he would laugh in her
face. Jake was too firmly rooted in reality to believe that something like
premonitions could exist outside their weekly Swords and Sorcerers
sessions. She wanted him there because she had a nagging suspicion
that something would be horribly wrong when they arrived at the Blake
estate. Jake had always been level-headed in a crisis, and she needed
that rock-solid support if it turned out that she was right.

He protested for several more minutes, but eventually Katelynn wore
him down. He had the day off due to the continuing police investigation
at the Stonemoor estate. He had yet to hear when they would be
resuming work, so he could use that as a pretense for going to see
Blake. Reluctantly he agreed, if for no better reason than the fact that
he enjoyed her company and had nothing better planned for the
morning.

Jake waited while she cleaned up her breakfast dishes, then they went
out to the Jeep. Loki was waiting inside and Jake let him out to greet
Kate for a moment before they all climbed back inside.

The ride to Riverwatch passed in companionable silence, with an



occasional chuff from Loki at a passerby on the street he found
particularly interesting. It was a sunny morning, and Jake was feeling
pretty good about things in general. He had time off from work with
pay, money in his pocket, and good friends. He did his best not to
think about the events from earlier in the week, not wanting to ruin the
beginning of a great day.

When they arrived at the estate, Jake pulled into the drive and down to
the front of the house. He parked directly in front of the entrance,
knowing that it would probably irritate Charles, which was okay by
him, and got out of the Jeep. Katelynn did the same. Before she could
shut her door, however, Loki pushed his way past, shot up the front
steps, and began barking furiously at the door.

“Shit!” Katelynn exclaimed.

“Don’t worry about it.” Jake said, shutting his door. “Just leave the
door open a minute and I’ll get him back inside.” He called to the dog,
fully expecting him to return. He’d trained the Akita well, despite the
aggravation and the time it had taken. Having such a large dog made
the training mandatory in Jake’s view and since being trained Loki had
always obeyed him. This time was no diferent. The dog stopped
barking immediately and trotted back to Jake’s side. But instead of
climbing back into the car, Loki stood close to Jake, his attention fixed
on the mansion’s front door, growling low in his throat.

Jake had only seen him act this way on one other occasion, and that

had been when a burglar had tried to break into his home. Something
was wrong, that was clear.

Jake squatted down next to the dog. “What is it, boy? What’s in there?



”

The Akita looked at him, and then turned back to the door, growling
once again. He took a step or two forward, looked back at Jake, and
growled a third time.

“Something’s wrong, Katelynn. He never acts like this. I think we
should go.”

“Go?” Katelynn asked. She hadn’t taken her eyes off the dog since
he’d leapt fromthe car. A heavy, suffocating weight was slowly settling
on her shoulders as she realized that her suspicions had been correct.
Something was terribly wrong here, and Katelynn had a hunch she
knew just what it was.

“We have to go inside,” she heard herself say. It sounded to her like
her voice was coming from a distance, and she wondered if she’d
even said it aloud.

Apparently she had. “Inside? What the hell for?” Jake replied.
“Someone might be hurt, Jake. We can’t just leave.”

“The hell we can’t. Ifit’s got Loki this upset, ['mnot going inside.” He
turned toward the Jeep, intending on doing just what he’d suggested,
when Loki made his own opinion known. The dog dashed back up the
steps and jumped up, putting his front paws against the door.

Much to everyone’s surprise, the door opened beneath him and
dumped the dog into the foyer. With a cacophony of barking, the Akita
disappeared inside.

“Oh, shit!” Jake exclaimed as he chased after him.



Katelynn followed.

Loki must have gone straight upstairs because Jake could hear barking
from somewhere above once he was inside. He raced up the steps to
the second floor. Loki’s barking became deeper, more strident, and
Jake knew that the dog had found whatever it was he had been

looking for.

k ok 3k

Back in the foyer, Katelynn glanced around.

Instinctively she knew the house was enmpty. She knew it with a
certainty that surprised her, and this only served to heighten her
discomfort. She was frightened for both Blake and his servant,
beginning to think that what she had seen in her dreams had been a
premonition of harm for them both.

Somewhere up above, the dog’s barking became more urgent.

Katelynn glanced into the closest roons. If anyone had been in the
house, they would have heard the commotion and comme to investigate,
but every room she checked was empty. Satisfied that her observation
had been correct, Katelynn returned to the entryway and started up
the steps to the second floor.

* % %



As Jake reached the second floor landing, he glanced down the hall to
find the dog standing in the entrance to the very last room. Loki
stopped barking and stared at him, obviously waiting for permission
before entering,

Jake was not going to give 1.
“Come boy,” he said firmly.
The dog stood his ground.

“I said, Cone.”

Loki paced back and forth, whining in his throat. It was clear he was
not going to obey the command.

“You’re going to regret this,” Jake said through clenched teeth, his
anger rising. The last thing he needed was to be caught here in his
employer’s house with his dog. He would be out of a job quicker than
he could blink. Shaking his head in frustration, he started down the hall

As soon as Loki saw that Jake was coming toward him, he turned
back to face the room, but did not enter it.

When Jake reached the door, he saw why.

k ok 3k

Katelynn came up the stairs, calling their names. She reached the
second floor landing and saw Jake and Loki down at the end of the
hall. “What’s going on?” she called.



Jake jumped, and then turned to face her. “Stay there, Katelynn. You
don’t want to see this.”

“Don’t want to see what?” she asked, ignoring him.
She started down the hallway, her fear growing with each step.

Jake came forward and tried to stop her, but she slipped by his grasp,
needing to know, needing to see.

The roomwas just as she’d seen it; the bookcases, the symbols drawn
on the floor, the sword standing upright in the center of the room,
except now the room seemed to have been splashed with blood. It
was everywhere, and the stench of it must have been what had drawn
the dog, Across the room, Katelynn could see the body of a small
animal in the far corner. Through the open patio doors the lower
portions of a man’s legs could be seen lying on the balcony.

Loki growled softly.
“Is he..?” She couldn’t bring herself'to finish the question.
“I don’t know.”

“We’ve got to find out. What if he needs help?” It was the right thing
to do, but in her heart Katelynn knew the man was already beyond
help.

Jake nodded and started forward.

Katelynn watched as he made his way across the room and out onto
the balcony. He disappeared from view behind the partially opened
door and then emerged a few moments later. He saw her looking at
him and shook his head, letting her know there was no help to be



given.
“It’s Blake’s butler,” he said, when he rejoined her. “We’d better find a
phone and call the police.”

Taking hold of Loki’s collar, Jake led the way back down the stairs
and into Blake’s study where he knew he would find a phone. He gave
the details to the 911 operator and was told to wait outside until the
Sheriff arrived.

Back in the Jeep, Jake thought about what he’d seen upstairs. He
hadn’t really needed to go into that room, hadn’t really needed to
discover if the man they’d seen on the balcony had been dead or alive.

He’d already known.

Once you’ve seen death up close, he thought, you can recognize it
anywhere.

Despite the sun shining high overhead, the day was no longer as bright
and beautiful as it had been when they’d left Katelynn’s.

It had gotten considerably darker.

In the back seat, Loki looked up into the sky and growled low in his
throat.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
RIVERWATCH

Damon spent his first twenty minutes on the scene interviewing Jake



and Katelynn. After telling them he’d be in contact shortly to follow up,
he let them go home and turned his attention to the scene itself. He
had a lurking suspicion for the last several days that they’d missed
something at the first two crime scenes, something special, something
that would provide that one important clue he so desperately needed.
This time he intended to take no chances.

Ifit’s here, he thought with grim determination, we’ll find it.

He ordered the officers to take up watch at the gates to the estate with
the command that they admit no one but the coroner and the state
police forensic squad. Officers searched the house thoroughly looking
for any sign of the owner, to no avail. Hudson Blake was quickly put
at the top of the Sherift’s suspect list and an APB was put out on him
with a “wanted for questioning” alert.

It wasn’t long before Strickland arrived, alerted personally as he’d
been by Damon via radio just after the call came in. Ed came up the
drive in a hurried walk, his black doctor’s bag in one hand and his
crime scene kit in the other.

Damon turned toward the house and matched his stride, filling Ed in on
the details as they went in.

On the second floor they stopped at the entrance of the room before
entering, letting initial impressions sink in. Roughly forty square feet, the
room looked to have once been a study. A desk was pushed flat
against the wall off to the right, next to a small table. Bookshelves
partially lined two of the other walls. A glass shelved display case
stood between the bookshelves, filled with medieval weaponry. The
fourth wall, directly opposite the door in which they were standing,



was split in the center by a set of open French doors.

In the middle of the rooma large circle had been drawn on the
polished wood floor with some kind of white powder or sand. In the
center of that circle, a second design had been similarly laid out. A
bejeweled sword was thrust point first into the floor inside the latter. A
dark stain coated the blade’s surface and a section of the floor several
feet wide surrounding the tip of the blade. The light from the morning
sun coming in through the open balcony doors glistened off the
precious stones set in the weapon’s hilt and cast a long, cross-shaped
shadow across the floor in their direction.

Beside him, Damon heard Strickland whisper, “What in the name of
God...?””

Once Damon tore his gaze from the strange tableau in the center of the
room, he noticed what had sparked Strickland’s outburst.

Small amounts of blood were splashed in odd places throughout the
rest of the room: on the spines of a book, on the front of the desk, on
the gossamer-like curtains that blew in the slight breeze coming through
the open doors. The headless corpse of a small animal, possibly a cat,
lay in one corner as if carelessly tossed there. A small gilded cage
stood incongruously on the desktop beside a revolver.

Aman’s lower leg jutted out from behind one of the open balcony
doors.

Thinking of the other recent crime scenes, Damon found himself
hoping there was a body attached to that leg,

“Ed,” he said aloud, pointing out the limb to his companion, who was
still staring in amazement at the condition of the room The two men



made their way to the balcony, being careful not to disturb anything as
they crossed the room.

On the balcony they discovered the mutilated body of a middle-aged
man. Like the Cummings, large chunks of flesh were missing from the
corpse. However, this time the killer had added a new twist. Several
weapons, obviously taken from the weapons case in the next room,
had been thrust violently into the body and left there, reminding Damon
of pins in a pincushion. One corner of Damon’s mind began absently
cataloguing the weapons; that’s a broadsword, and an epee, and a
dirk.... He shut the voice off quickly.

“Recognize him?” Strickland asked.
“No, but we’ve got a positive ID.”

The man’s face was twisted in a savage expression of fear and pain,
partially splashed with blood. Damon told Strickland that Jake had
provided a confirmation that the man was Charles Turner, Blake’s
butler.

Strickland set his bags down on a clean section of the balcony and
opened one up. Withdrawing a pair of thick rubber gloves, he pulled
them on and then knelt next to the body to begin his examination.

Damon gave hima few moments to do the prelim, and then asked,
“What do you think?”

“No question it’s the same killer. Exterior soft organs gone; eyes,
tongue, etc. Chest cavity penetrated, probably find a few organs
missing from there as well once I open himup on the table. What I
can’t figure are these weapons.”



“Pre or post?”” Damon asked, referring to whether or not the weapons
had been used while the victim was still alive.

Ed gave it some thought. “At a guess I’d have to say he was still alive
when they were used. There’s some evidence of bleeding around the
wounds thenselves, though it is hard to be sure. From his facial
expression there is no question the poor bastard suffered.” Ed shook
his head in frustration. “Then again, they could all be post-mortem
Wounds of that type should have bled one heck ofa lot, yet the floor
beneath him is practically blood-free.” He looked up at Damon. “1
can’t say either way until I open himup.”

‘When Ed bent again over the body, Damon left him to his task and
walked back into the room He surveyed the damage and then headed
over to the dark stain in the center of the room As he got closer to 1,
several details became clear.

The stain was obviously blood; that was immediately apparent. And
though partially obscured by the blood, Damon could see that the
design laid out on the floor was actually a pentagram enclosed by a
circle. The material with which it had been created was probably salt
or colored sand, he guessed. It reminded him of the Hopi sand
paintings he’d seen once on a trip out West.

The symbolism troubled him A pentagram inside of a circle was not all
that common. He didn’t like the implications. Back in Chicago he’d
encountered the symbol once before, during a rash of cult-related
homicides. The killer had been deep into the occult, the murders took
place as sacrifices in the midst of a black mass. Is that what happened
here? Damon wondered. Was Turner the sacrificial victim in some
occult ceremony? Had his death taken place here, inside the room, and



his body dragged out onto the porch once it was no longer needed? If

so0, why? Damon gritted his teeth in frustration. This one was like all the
others; too many questions and not enough answers. Starting to be the

story of my life, he thought.

Being careful to avoid disturbing anything, Damon moved closer to get
a better look at the sword. The blade was roughly three feet in length,
most of which was stained with blood. The weapon’s hilt was covered
with what looked to Damon to be precious stones, though they might
have been fake; he certainly wasn’t one to tell the difference.

Allin all, it was an impressive weapon. As were the others in the room.
Blake must be quite a collector, Damon found himself thinking.

The thought froze him in place.

Damon stood and moved over to the display case. Some weapons
were still in their proper places, but the majority lay in a reckless heap
on the floor in front of the case. He looked them over carefully, taking
his time, examining the set-up. He counted those he could see, then did
his best to mentally place them in their proper places with the help of
the identification tags inside the case and his own knowledge of ancient
weapons. He did this three times, each time arriving at the same result.
Ifhe included the sword in the center of the roomand those still in the
corpse outside, he came up one short. Another sword of
approximately the same length as the one in the center of the room
was missing,

Had the killer taken it with him?

Damon moved around the room, bending to look beneath the furniture
and the bookshelves, making certain he hadn’t simply overlooked it.



Beneath the shelves closest to the display case something glinted in the
light from his flashlight. Something red.

Damon withdrew an extendible pointer from his breast pocket and
used it to fish the object out into the light.

It was a necklace. A gold necklace on which hung a ruby-red stone of
considerable size. The chain itself was broken and stained with more
dried blood. Damon guessed that it must have been torn off and flung
aside during a struggle, and wondered whose it was. Blake’s?
Turner’s? The murderer’s?

He used the pointer to push the necklace into a clear plastic evidence
bag he withdrew from another pocket, and marked with his pen, noting
the date, time, and location he found it.

At that point Strickland came back in from the balcony. “Okay. Here’s
what we’ve got. Turner’s wounds are definitely consistent with the
other killings. Rigor has set in, but hasn’t left yet, so we know that his
death took place sometime in the last twenty-four hours. There’s no
sign of post-mortem lividity on the body. A full autopsy should provide
more answers, but for now ny guess is that he was killed in this room
and moved out to the balcony afterward.”

The sound of Damon’s radio interrupted him

“Wilson here.”

“Nelson, sir. The CSC team s here. And, uh, so is the press.”

Shit.

“Send up the team. Hold the press at the gate, do not, I repeat, do not
let any of them onto the property. We’ve got a crime scene to protect



here. Tell them I’1l be right down to talk to them personally.”
He replaced the radio on his belt and looked over at Ed.
The coroner nodded, a grim smile playing across his face. “Have fun.”

“Yeah,”” Damon responded dryly, and went downstairs to face the
nmusic.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
TO PROTECT AND SERVE

“T hate this,” Deputy Steve Bannerman mumbled beneath his breath.

In the seat next to him, his partner, Deputy Charlie Jones, nodded his
head in silent agreement. He knew without asking just what it was that
Bannerman was referring to; the fear they both felt, fear bred from
constant hours of uncertainty. A month ago, night shifts like this one
were considered an easy ride. A few cruises around town in the patrol
car, a little time spent at the station house doing paperwork, an extra
long dinner break over at Rosie’s Truck Stop on the west edge of
town. They were simple and hassle-free tours.

Until the killings started.
Now these shifts were the worst.

Knowing that somewhere, out there in the darkness, was a killer who



operated solely at night and who they knew next to nothing about was
not a reassuring thought. It made them constantly edgy, always looking
over their shoulders, wondering if he was behind them, waiting,
watching, choosing his next victim.

It did not make for a relaxed evening,
“Did you hear the latest?”” Jones asked his partner.
“No, what?”

“They found a scene right out of a Black Mass this morning at Hudson
Blake’s mansion.”

“You’re kidding me.”
“No. Pentagrans inscribed on the floor, a bloody sword, even a

decapitated cat. Never mind the hunks of flesh missing from the
corpse of Blake’s butler.”

“What?”

Bannerman never got the chance to reply. As he opened his mouth to
speak, something dashed out of the darkness and mnto the road directly
in front of them He reacted instinctively, wrenching the wheel in an
effort to avoid whatever it was and sending the car into a long,
uncontrolled slide.

For just a second, Bannerman thought he’d been successful, that
they’d missed t.
Then came the thud of impact as the back-end slewed around in

response to the motion of the front, and there was no mistaking that
sound.



The car traveled for several more seconds before the Deputy could get
it under control and pull to a stop.

Bannerman got out and looked back.

The body was about a hundred yards behind them, lying near the left
shoulder of the road.

It wasn’t moving,

From this distance he couldn’t see enough detail to determine what it
was. For all he knew, he’d struck a hitchhiker who’d run into the road
to catch his attention.

Drawing his weapon, Bannerman moved forward.

Behind him, he could hear Jones getting out of the cruiser. He knew his
partner would assume the standard position several yards behind him
and off'to one side, in order to be able to provide back up without
having his line of fire blocked by Bannerman’s movement forward.

The body did not move.

As he got closer, Bannerman could see that the body had four legs, not
two. Blood stained the road around the carcass, black and glistening in
the moonlight.

Bannerman breathed a sigh of relief when he was close enough to
realize what it was that he had hit.

Adeer.

It was a fair sized male, judging from the rack of antlers and the overall
size of the carcass. Somewhere in the neighborhood of 125 pounds,
was his guess. There was no doubt that it was dead,; its tongue lolled



out the side of its mouth and its eyes stared glassily across the road.
“What is it?” Jones called out nervously.

“Deer,” Bannerman called back, tactfully ignoring the quaver that he
heard in Jones’s tone. “Big one, too. I don’t think he felt much.”

Bannerman lowered his weapon, staring in remorse at the animal he
had killed. Remembering how swiftly the creature had charged out of
the undergrowth, he guessed it had never even known the car was
there. Something else, something in the woods behind it, must have
spooked it enough to force it to charge out of the undergrowth in a
blind panic.

These thoughts ran through Bannerman’s mind in a matter of seconds,
and he came to his conclusion right about the same time that Jones
started yelling. Bannerman jerked his head up in surprise at the stark
panic in his partner’s tone, and was astonished at what he saw.

Jones was brandishing his gun in the air as he ran straight toward him!

Bannerman fumbled for his own gun, thinking Jones had finally cracked
under the pressure of the recent murders. He got it halfway out of its
holster when he was struck violently from behind. He hit the ground
hard, and heard the snap of his wrist clearly as it was trapped between
the weight of his body and the hard surface of the ground. The sudden
pain almost made him pass out.

Gunshots split the night air seconds later, and Bannerman jerked his
head up in surprise.

Jones was standing in the middle of the road firing his revolver into the
sky above, using all six cylinders then immediately reloading. Only



once he had ammunition back in his weapon did he run over to check
on his partner.

Pain suddenly overwhelmed Bannerman.

His back was on fire, a white-hot forge full of molten lead, the pain
searing at his body. As Jones squatted down beside him the full force
of that pain became acutely clear and he screamed in agony.

“Oh Jesus, Oh God,” Jones said, when he saw the condition of his
partner’s back.

It was immediately obvious that he was seriously hurt. A softball size
chunk of flesh had been torn out of his body in the area of his kidneys,
and Jones could see pieces of internal organs extending from the
wound. Blood was flowing in copious amounts, a small dark river
pumping its waters into the street beneath.

Bannerman screamed again in pain.
“Christ,” Jones swore, “What do I do? What do I do?”
The decision was taken from him.

A whistling sound filled the air, and Jones knew that the thing that had
attacked his partner was coming back for another strike. Realizing he
was dead if he didn’t move, Jones dove to the left, away from
Bannerman.

He had a momentary glimpse of a dark, winged-shape roughly the size
of'a man and the flash of claws in the moonlight, then it was gone back
mnto the darkness above as quickly as it had come.

“Shit, Steve! We’ve got to get out of here.” He crawled back over to



his partner and bent to help him up, knowing he had to try and get him
to safety even if the effort seemed fruitless.

He needn’t have bothered.

A fresh, thick stain of blood was pouring out of a second wound high
on the man’s back, and Jones could see that a good portion of the
man’s neck had been torn free during the attack.

Bannerman was beyond pain.
Jones didn’t hesitate any longer.

He leapt to his feet and ran for the car, his head tucked low in the
hollow of his shoulders, acutely aware of his present vulnerability. He
kept his eyes fixed on the car ahead, believing that he could find
protection inside its steel frame if he could just reach it in time.

He almost made it.

He was roughly fiffeen feet away when the Nightshade struck for a
second time that evening, The beast came at him from behind the
vehicle, skimming low over the rooftop. He exploded out of the
darkness, a dark shape that hurled forward on wide-stretched wings,
resembling a Dantean demon straight from the depths of Hell. As the
beast crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye, Jones
flung himself forward and down in a face-first slide that got him
beneath the reach of the Nightshade’s wings and saved his life. He
could feel the closeness of the passage of the thing’s claws as they
sliced through the hair atop his head, carving a thin firrow across the
surface of his scalp but penetrating no deeper.

Instantly he was back on his feet, crossing the remaming distance to the



car in a half-walk, half-crawl, yanking open the door and falling inside.
He slammed the door closed, locked it and grabbed for the radio with
his free hand, his revolver miraculously still held tight in the other.

All of his carefil police training was forgotten in his fear and need to
get help as quickly as possible. He depressed the transmission switch
and started yelling into the mike. “Help! I need help! Bannerman’s
dead and this thing is...”

The car door was torn violently away. The beast reached in and
grabbed the deputy by the arm. Jones screamed in horror and turned
to look.

For the first time he got a close look at what was attacking him

The light from the patrol car’s interior fell on a long, narrow face with
wide, upswept ears and a mouth full of several rows of needle-sharp
teeth. The thing’s yellow, cat-like eyes glared at him, full of hunger and
hatred. One thick, misshapen hand was clasped tightly around Jones’
upper arm as the beast dragged him out of the car. His head smacked
the steering wheel, a hard, painful blow, and then hit the ground as the
beast dragged him free of the patrol car.

Jones was dizzy and disoriented from the blow to his head, but could
still feel the reassuring weight of his weapon in his hand. He lifted his
other arm and pointed it in the general direction of the thing that was
holding him.

His revolver found its voice, speaking out into the night in a succession
of thunderclaps. This close, he couldn’t possibly miss.

Jones watched as each bullet struck the beast in rapid sequence,
knocking it backward into the street. Its claws tore a long furrow



down his armas it did so, tearing through his uniform and the soft skin
beneath with little effort. Jones could feel the sudden pain and the
warm gush of flowing fluid, but he ignored it, his attention riveted on
the spectacle of the six-foot winged beast before him. Blood splashed
onto him, a deep purple in color, and fountained up into the night in a
dark spring running from the creature’s wounds. For just an instant
their gazes locked, and then the beast was knocked to the ground and
the connection was broken.

His training reasserting itself; Jones whipped open the breech of his
revolver and quickly slipped in another set of six rounds, never once
taking his eyes off the beast.

‘When he was finished, he tried to stand and discovered he was already
getting dizzy from loss of blood. The beast hadn’t gotten back up and
he didn’t expect it to; nothing short of a grizzly could survive that much
damage. He stumbled back toward the cruiser in order to radio for
assistance again.

When he reached the car, he steadied hinself against the doorframe
and then slipped into the front seat.

Jones had just picked up the mike when a sound caught his attention.
Her turned his head.

The beast was sitting up, looking at him. Fury churned in those yellow
eyes, and a double-forked tongue shot from between its lips to hiss at
him in anger. Jones was not concentrating on the creature’s face
however, because as he watched, the six lead shugs he had fired into
the beast were slowly reversing their course, working thenselves free
of the creature’s flesh with a soft pop and a thin drizzle of blood which



quickly stopped flowing as the slug fell free to the ground.

As Jones watched in horror, the thing climbed to its feet and shrieked a
challenge into the night air.

Jones’ bladder let go suddently, filling the air with the sharp scent of
urine.

The beast seemed to smile in response.

It spread its wings, looming above him like some kind of avenging
angel.

Its piercing, yellow eyes held Jones” own for a moment and Jones
found he was completely paralyzed with fear, the gun in his hand
forgotten.

The beast pounced.

Jones screamed then, a long, shrill scream of complete terror as the
beast seized his leg in its iron strong grip and hauled him bodily back
out of the patrol car.

Back at the Sheriff’s office, the dispatchers could hear Jones’ screans
through the open mike.

Eventually, they stopped.
Only to be replaced by something far worse.
The sound of a large animal feeding.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
WARNINGS

While the two officers lie dying on the other side of town, Sam was
seated in his swivel chair behind the nursing station with his dog-eared
copy of Stephen King's IT in his hands. He was halfway through his
shift when he heard a faint scream.

He leaned forward so he could see over the counter-top and looked
down the hall.

It was enmpty.

Silence lay thick in the air, a brooding, physical presence.

He sat there for a moment, listening, and had just convinced himself
that he'd only heard the sound in his mind, a result of King's ability to
bring the written word to life, when he heard it again.

Except this time it didn't stop. This time it continued in one long wail, a
desperate sound of anguish and terror that rose in volume until it was
impossible for him to believe it was anything but real.

For a split-second, Sam was paralyzed by the horror he heard in that
cry.

Then his training took over and he was up and running, his rubber-



soled shoes slapping against the cold linoleum floor, his book forgotten
on the counter behind him

The screaming continued.
He felt the cold dead hand of fear grasp his gut and twist it savagely.
Nausea threatened.

His mind raced ahead of him, doing its best to come up with a medical
emergency that would cause a person to screamin such a fashion.
When it failed, his imagination took up the slack, conjuring up visions
of dark little demons that had crossed the barrier from the
Underworld, hell-born fiends that ripped and tore at frail, unprotected
flesh; their razor-sharp teeth glinting wickedly i the dim lighting of the
rest home.

He was halfway down the hallway now. Only a few seconds had
elapsed since he'd hurtled out of his chair, but as that scream rose and
fell in his ears every second felt like an eternity. Time became an
exercise in slow-motion cinematography and Sam was cast as the
show's male lead. He felt like he was swimming through a river of
molasses and barely making headway against the current.

His mind urged him to run faster.

The scream went on and on.

His heart was in his throat, beating a rapid-fire thythm
His hands were slick with sweat.

A strong urge to clamp his hands tightly over his ears to block out that
chilling cry came to him then, but he ignored it. Jesus, he thought, make



it stop, please, God, make it stop!

But God either didn't care or wasn't listening because it didn't. It just
went on, echoing off the stark institutional walls.

Samwas passing individual rooms now; 301, 302, 303, 304...

With a jolt he realized the sound was coming from the last room on the
left, the one that stood all alone around the far comer of the hall.

Number 310.
Gabriel's room

As he swung around the corner, his feet sliding on the slick tile, his
arns thrust against the walls to maintain his balance, time returned to its
normal pace, and for one awful moment Sam thought he'd black out as
his senses rebelled against the illusions his mind was creating. But then
he regained a foothold of control on his body and the grayness that
was looming just behind his eyes receded.

He skidded to a stop in the doorway of the room.

In the split-second in which he first glanced inside the room Sam
thought he'd been right; gremlins from Hell had indeed paid Gabriel a
visit. The old man was thrashing wildly in his bed and Sam saw with
horror that there was something crouched on the man's chest, a small
dark form which he was beating with his fists. The room was filled with
the sound of screaming,

As San’s eyes adjusted to the dinness inside the room, he realized the
truth.

Gabriel was having a nightmare.



The object on his chest was nothing more than his own pillow. His
trashing was a result of being entangled in his bedsheets.

Relief swept over Sam like the touch of a cool ocean wave.

Sam crossed to Gabriel’s side and tried to awaken him The old man's
efforts were only making the situation worse, as each new tossing of
his limbs twisted the sheets tighter around him, so that he must have felt
like a fly caught in a spider's web.

The screaming suddenly stopped.

In its place came a whimpering cry that filled the room, the cry ofa
rabbit caught in a snare, and Sam felt the hair on the back of his neck
stiffen at the sound.

His mind balked at the terror the man must be experiencing to reduce
himto such a state.

"Gabriel! Wake up! It's just a dream! Wake up!" Sam yelled over the
noise. It took some effort to pin one of the old man's arms to the
mattress after grasping hold of it, and Sam was surprised at the man's
wiry strength. He made a grab at the other arm and missed, getting a
fist in the mouth for his trouble.

"Gabriel, wake up!"

This time his voice was of sufficient volume to cut through the terror of
the Gabriel's nightmare and reach him. He awoke with a start, and
Samheld his arm tighter as he saw the sudden fear that surged in the
man's eyes.

"It's okay, Gabriel. It's okay. It’s Sam. You were just having a bad
dream, that's all, just a dream" He spoke in soft gentle tones and



gradually the fear he saw in the man's wrinkled features receded, to be
replaced by a look of utter exhaustion.

"Oh, sweet mercy, Sammy," the older man croaked in a weary voice
as he slumped back against the pillows.

"It's okay now, Gabriel. You were just dreaming, Take a few deep
breaths and try to relax."

"He's out there, Sammy. I know he is. I can feel him He's out there
waiting for me."

"Nobody's out there. It was just a bad dream."

"No, Sammy. You don't understand! He's out there and he knows |
know it. He escaped, he's gotten free. But I'm too weak now Sammy,
too weak. I can't stop him this time," he said.

Sam watched as Gabriel turned his head to stare out the window into
the night's darkness. He seemed to be searching the sky for something,
and seemed more than a little relieved to see that whatever it was
wasn't there. He turned back to face Sam.

"He knows. Knows where I am. He'll come for me, too. You mark my
words, he'll come for me. And this time he won't be the one who
loses."

"Come on, Gabriel. There's nobody there. No one is going to come
after you. You were just having a bad dream." Sam was growing
nervous himself now, the man's attitude like some kind of infectious
disease, quickly spreading.

Relax, he told hinself. The old man's starting to lose it upstairs. Had to
happen sometine, right?



Sam sighed. He genuinely liked Gabriel. He was a quiet patient, never
needing much but a few kind words here and there, but old age was
bound to have caught up with him at some point and it looked like it
finally had.

"Tell you what, Gabe. I'll just st right here next to you and keep you
company. That way no one can get to you without going through me,
okay?" he said, smiling to show there was nothing to fear as he pulled a
chair up next to the bed. The old man's hand sought his own, and Sam
held it gently without saying anything, calmly waiting for Gabriel to fall
back asleep.

Fifteen minutes later, just when he got up to leave, positive that the old
man was sleeping peacefully, Gabriel spoke out of the darkness ina
thin, whispery tone.

"Watch the sky, Sammy. When he comes, it will be on night's velvet

wings, as swift as the darkness itself. It will be too late to save me but
not too late to save yourself, as long as you watch the sky..."

He sounds so certain, he thought to hinself as he stepped to the door,
and for a moment considered going back to question Gabriel more
closely to see if there was any substance behind his talk. But then the
man's gentle breathing reached his ears across the short space of the
roomand he changed his mind.

He's asleep now. If you wake him up, he'll only be frightened again
and may not be able to get back to sleep so easily a second time. It's
better to just let it go. He probably won't even remember it in the
morning, Sam thought to himself.

That was when he looked toward the window and saw the dark,



hulking shape perched on the balcony just outside.

"Oh, my God!" he said in a frightened whisper, his arms falling limply to
his sides. He was suddenly too scared to move.

It's here, he thought. The thing Gabriel's afraid of is really here! It's
come for him, just like he said it would!

But after a moment or two, when whatever it was didn't move, Sam
began to doubt what he was seeing.

What’s your problem? he asked himself irritably, willing his body into
motion. There's no such thing as flying demons or whatever the thing
was supposed to be. It's probably just a chair someone forgot to take
back inside, that's all.

Keeping that idea foremost in his mind, Sam marched across the room
and flipped on the light switch on the wall next to the sliding glass door
to the balcony. The lamp hanging on the wall outside came on, flooding
the balcony with light.

He'd been right.
It was only a chair.

Feeling more than a little foolish now, Sam turned the light back off
and slipped quietly out of the room. He returned to his station at the
other end of the hall and sat back down. He picked up his book,
intending to return to the place where he'd left off, but found that he
didn't have the heart for it anymore. Not after Gabriel's nightmare and
his own scare moments later. I’ve been frightened enough for one night
already, thank you very much. Tossing the paperback aside, he
grabbed a stack of files and began updating the charts.



He never saw the dark form that returned to the balcony of room310
Jjust moments after he'd left the room, never knew it spent the rest of
the night staring in through the window at the old man lying peacefully
in his bed.

More than once he found himself glancing up from his studies to peer
out the windows into the darkness, searching the night sky for he knew
not what.

There was never anything there, but for some reason that didn't make
him feel any better.

CHAPTER TWENTY
FORENSICS

Damon sat staring at the forensic reports in short-tempered silence.
The interviews earlier that morning hadn’t produced anything useful
and these reports seemed to be a dead-end as well. The scientific
team had examined the bullets recovered at the scene. Ballistic tests
proved that all of themhad come from Jones’ sidearm  The flattened
condition of each bullet proved they had struck their target, a
conclusion bolstered by the presence of blood samples on each. So
far, the technicians had been unable to match the blood to any known
species, however, making them come to the conclusion that the
samples were somehow contaminated. Further tests were being
conducted.

‘What a dammned mess.

Glancing at his watch, Damon realized he’d have to get moving if he
was going to be on time for his meeting with Strickland. The Sheriff



left the stationhouse and drove over to the Medical Examiner’s office.
He rode the elevator down to the hospital basement with three
surgeons; his manner hard and grim, the two dead officers very much
on his mind, the physicians enduring the ride in silence, studiously not
looking in his direction. At the lower level Damon stepped off the
elevator and moved briskly down the hall until he came to the morgue.

The room was starkly lit with bright fluorescent lights. Three autopsy
tables were spaced evenly, a bank of moveable lamps hanging within
easy reach over each one. Large drains dotted the floor. Two of the
tables were occupied, their contents covered with white plastic sheets.
Around the lip of the drain beneath the table containing the larger
bundle, Damon could see a thin pink froth left over from when the
floors had been hosed down after the morning’s work. His shoes
squeaked as they crossed the still damp linoleum

Strickland was at one of the sinks, washing up.
“Hello, Ed,” said Damon, entering the room
“Sheriff.”

Ed dried his hands and then moved to close the morgue’s doors,
assuring them of privacy. “T’ve spent the last ten hours doing muiltiple
autopsies, first on the Cummings couple and then on your two officers.

Damon’s jaw clenched at the thought of his murdered men but he did
not interrupt the other man.

“In each and every case, I found the same types of evidence, the same
confusing issues.” He moved over to one of the autopsy tables. A
body lay on top of it, covered by a clean white sheet. Reaching up, he



switched on the bank of lamps above it, then pulled the sheet down to
unveil the remains of George Cummings.

“The reason I called you down is simple.” Stirckland hesitated, took a
deep breath, and then said, “whatever killed this man wasn’t human.”

Damon stared at his friend for a moment in silence and then said,
“Come again?”

Ed looked down at the corpse before him, an expression of honest
bafflement on his face. “In all my years of pathology I’ve never run
across something as strange as this. Every time I think I'm getting
somewhere, I find something else which completely shatters my current
theory. I haven’t finished all the tests I intend to do, but I've got the
feeling that once I do, I still won’t know anymore than I do right now,
which is practically nothing, There’s only one thing of which T am
positive.” Strickland looked up and met Damon’s disbelieving gaze,
“Nothing human killed this man.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Maneuvering the lights down closer to the body, Strickland tried to
explain. “First of all, the man’s head wasn’t cut off his body. It was
torn off.”

He bent over the corpse. “See this ragged tear here?”” he asked,
pointing to what was left of the man’s neck. The flesh at that point rose
and fell in uneven peaks and valleys. “If the killer had used a knife or
some other sharp object to sever the head, we’d see a relatively
smooth cut.”

“What about a saw?”” Damon asked. ‘That wouldn’t leave a smooth
edge, would it?”



“No, but it would be a uniform tear. This is too uneven to be a saw
blade.” He paused and looked up to make certain Damon was
following his explanation. When he saw that he was, Strickland
continued. “Do you remember a game we used to play with dandelions
when we were kids? Something about Momma having a baby and her
head popped oft?”

“You’re not saying,..?”

Ed smiled a strange and bitter smile. “Yes, that’s exactly what I'm
saying. Something pulled this man’s head from his body as easily as we
used to flip those flowers off their sterms.”

Damon stared down at the corpse with a whole new sense of horror.

“It gets worse. With the exception of his eyes, still in the head you
recovered from the toilet and the intestines you found strung all over
the bedroom, all the other soft organs in the body have been removed.

ER)

“Removed?”” The slight tremor in Damon’s voice suggested he already
knew what Strickland meant by the euphemism.

Again the smile. “Removed. Eaten. Devoured. Call it what you will. As
far as I can tell, the beast, whatever it is, got his heart, his kidneys, his
liver, even his tongue and testicles.”

“Oh, God,” said Damon, as he fought to make his mind accept what
he was hearing,

“My thoughts exactly.” Strickland flipped off the lights and covered the
body.

Damon finally got his thoughts in order. “How come you’re so certain



it’s an animal? Couldn’t a human, albett a very sick one, have done the
same thing? Look at that guy Dahmer. He was certainly capable of
something like that.”

“Sure, 1 guess it would be possible. But not in this case. No human left
the teeth marks I found.”

“Teeth marks?”” Damon echoed. He was starting to feel a little slow on
the uptake.

Ed moved over to the other table. Turning on the lights and drawing
back the sheet as he had before, he exposed Cumming’s head and
limbs.

“The bones had been deeply scored at the point of separation from the
rest of the limb. My first hunch was that the marks were caused by
some kind of tool, maybe a tire iron or an axe, but on closer
examination I realized that they were really the imprints left when the
beast crushed the limbs between its jaws. Its teeth are curved inward,
at an angle, so when they cut through the skin and hit the bone, they
leave evidence of their passing,” Ed turned the foot so Damon could
see the exposed cross-section of the bone, “and if you look closely,
you’ll see that the marrow has been sucked out as well. While the
creature had less time with Bannerman and Jones, their bodies showed
many of the same results.”

“Jesus! What kind of animal are we talking about here, Ed?”’

The Medical examiner shrugged. “Danmed if I know. Something big
enough to tackle a full-grown man. Something that’s not only not afraid
of him, but also happens to like how he tastes. But I’'m afraid there’s
more. | found the same strange lack of blood with this body as I did



with Halloran’s corpse.”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
““Fraid not. No blood, and the veins themselves collapsed throughout

the entire system. I can’t explain it any more than I could when I talked
to you yesterday. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“So what you're saying is that whatever killed Halloran also killed the
Cummings’ as well?”
“It appears that way.”

Damon was perplexed. “Why didn’t it feast on Halloran, too? Why
just the older couple and my men?”

“Who knows? Could be for a variety of reasons. Maybe it was just
thirsty the first time.” Strickland’s weak attempt at humor blew right
past Damon. For all he knew, it might not be a joke at all.

“You ready for the rest?”
“There’s more?” Damon asked him, incredulously.

Strickland picked the head up off the table and turned it around so
Damon could see the fist-sized hole in the back of the man’s skull.

The white gleam of bone could clearly be seen inside the empty skull
cavity.
“Tt ate his brain, too,” Strickland replied.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CONFRONTATION

Later that night

Gabriel lay quietly in his room, thinking about the past. Once he’d been
young and powerfil, but that time had long since faded into dust. His
end was approaching, he knew that, and in certain ways he welcomed
it. He lifted one fiail hand and stared at it, remembering how it had
appeared long ago, smooth and strong, a power to be reckoned with,
not liver-spotted and weak as it was now. The years had, at last, taken
their toll on his physical form.

His mind was as sharp as ever, though, and he decided to make use of
its powers one last time before he moved on from this place. Settling
back against his pillows, he gathered his strength and with a sharp
mental shove cast his consciousness out beyond the walls of the facility
in which he lay to the crisp, clean air of the summer night. While the
Na’Karat might have the physical power to fly, Gabriel’s kind flew in
other, truer ways, and he wouldn’t have traded it for the world.

He soared above the buildings, reveling in his freedom, then swooped
down toward the forest floor below. As he did so, a rabbit jumped out
of the undergrowth and stopped to feed on a patch of clover.

What would it be like to exist as you do, my little fellow? he asked it
silently. To have no responsibilities, no worries, to sleep at night
without the burden of suffocating doubts that plague you like a leprous
disease rotting you away from the inside out? What would it be like, to
think only of the present moment, with no thought or consideration to



the future or the past?

The rabbit stiffened suddenly, as if sensing his presence and with a
sudden burst of speed it spun to the right and disappeared into the
undergrowth.

Gabriel watched it go, following its passage into the woods by listening
for the tiny thump of its heart. He wished his flrry fiiend good fortune,
and then sent his presence soaring high above the ground to view the
world once more in the fashion of his youth, before the coming of man
and the war that destroyed his people.

Once his “eyes” had seen enough, he returned to his body and lay
there in the darkness of his room, waiting,

Instead of concentrating on the confrontation he knew would soon
occur, his thoughts drifted.

An image of a woman formed in his mind. She was beautiful, a golden-
haired goddess with eyes of emerald green and cherry red lips.

Ah, Mira, my beautiful Mira! How long has it been? he thought sadly.
His heart ached for her just as it had in ages past, when they had
walked hand in hand beneath the golden spires of their fair city. He
loved her as strongly as he had in the days ofhis youth. If anything,
that devotion had grown stronger with the passage of time, until he felt
close to bursting with his longing for her. He could remember her face
as clearly now as if he’d seen it only yesterday; he could trace its soft,
gentle curves in the air with his eyes and feel the heat of her breath on
his lips. He knew it wouldn’t be long before they were reunited, and he
secretly longed for his journey through the ages to be over so that he
could join her in the afterworld.



Gabriel watched the ticking hands of the clock, and wished they’d
move faster.

Eventually he drifted off to sleep.

* % %

He awoke a short while later, and knew immediately that he was no
longer alone.

The sliding glass doors to his balcony hung open, the stiff breeze
coming through causing the curtains to billow out into the night.
At the base of his bed stood the Nightshade.

They stared at each other.

To Gabriel, the beast was as foul as the day he had locked it away
beneath the earth. The Elder was dismayed to see that it looked as
powerful as it had on that long ago night, as if sealing it off from reality
had let it gather strength in some mysterious fashion instead of crippling
it as he’d intended when he’d created its prison. The beast’s muscles
rippled beneath its hide, and its eyes gleamed with cunning intelligence.

Gabriel was suddenly worried that he had waited too long,

There was no way Sam and his fiiends would be able to defeat it if it
was as strong as he feared.
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Moloch stared at the Elder. Rage and hatred rose in him like a rain-
swollen river. Here was the one who had pursued him through the
ages. Here was the one who had sought to imprison him forever
without shape or substance in a timeless void deep beneath the earth.

Here was his enemy.

The beast almost laughed. The Elder was nothing more than a pathetic
husk of what he’d once been, and certainly no match for Moloch’s
own powers. Killing him won’t be an effort, it will be a favor.

Gabriel broke the silence, speaking in the old tongue.

“You will regret coming here.” He kept his voice firm, but suspected
that the beast had already seen his dismay at the other’s apparent
strength. He would give no more away than he had to, however.

“I think not.”

The Nightshade’s voice was thicker, more guttural than he
remembered, and Gabriel found himself wondering if it had sustained
some permanent damage from its confinement.

“You will not succeed. The humans are stronger now, more able to
face the challenges that life lays at their feet. They will use their
technology to destroy you.”

Moloch laughed. “T have not been idle since my release. I have
watched the cattle. I have seen what they are capable of. I have also
learned that they do not believe in anything besides that which they can



lay their hands upon. They have forgotten the past and rely too much
on the future. I will show them what it means again to be hunted and
they will once again remember their fear.”

Gabriel had been gathering his strength during the beast’s speech. As
the final syllables were falling from its mouth, Gabriel lashed out with
the force of his mind in a vicious mental attack.

The Nightshade stumbled under the sudden onslaught. He had been
caught off guard, unsuspecting, and the Elder’s mental barrage began
to knock down his internal defenses, threatening to kill him with sheer
force of will. He was actually forced backward, away from the bed,
by the power of the attack.

Gabriel realized that he had the upper hand, and threw more of his
reserves in behind the attack, hoping to overwhelm the beast and
destroy it before it had a chance to retaliate.

The end was not to be that easy, however.

The beast quickly regained control, snapping its shields nto place,
protecting itself;, locking out the power of the attack. Gabriel tried
vainly for several long moments to breach the shields, but to no avail.

At last, exhausted, he was forced to drop the assauilt.

Shaking his head, Moloch stepped back over to the bed and stared at
Gabriel anew. It did not look damaged in any way by the attack, and
despair washed through Gabriel for the first time in many years. He
had to face the truth; he was no longer a match for the beast.

Unless Sam and his fiiends could destroy it, the Nightshade was going
to win.
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Katelynn was in the library, reading, when it happened. One moment
she was engrossed in the record of life in the 1700s, the next, the
world seemed to shrink inward on her, a black haze obscuring her
sight. She fought to remain conscious, but it was too late.

She lost herself in the darkness.
‘When she came to again, she was no longer in the library.

She stood in Gabriel’s room at the nursing home. He was sitting upright
in bed, staring at her standing at its foot, an expression of fear and
revulsion on his face. He was obviously exhausted, but he seemed to
summon his strength as she watched, as if preparing for a
confrontation.

Katelynn did not understand what was going on.
‘What she doing here?

%k sk ok

Gabriel watched the Nightshade recover from his attack. The beasts’
tongue flicked out over its teeth, and the Elder knew the end was near.
He had exhausted his strength in that last-ditch effort to destroy the
Nightshade, and knew he would not survive long at the creature’s
hands. That Moloch intended to make him suffer as long as possible



was entirely too clear.
Gabriel had no intention of allowing that to happen.

As the beast stalked closer, Gabriel summoned what little strength he
had left. He did not have the energy to project another attack at the
beast, but there was another way out, one he’d longed to use for
centuries.

Moloch moved closer, coming around the side of his bed.

This close, Gabriel could smell the stink of its fetid breath, and hear the
rasp of claws on the linoleum floor.

The beast’s long forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air, searching for
the fear that should have been coming off its opponent in waves.

Gabriel waited patiently, letting the beast think it had won, letting it
gloat in its success, for by doing so he gained another moment to
prepare.

He had to be certain he had the strength to succeed with his plan. Ifhe
did not, he would be too weak to do anything more. He would be
helpless in the hands of his ancient enemy.

He did not want that to happen.

Not even for a few seconds.
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Katelynn moved closer to the bed, and glanced down as her hands



found the safety rail. She was shocked by what she saw. Her hands
had changed; had become hideous. They were scaled like a lizard and
a dark gray-green in color. Each one had four fingers; three rising
together from the top of the palm, the fourth opposing them, nuich like
the talons of a bird. Each finger, in turn, had four swollen, misshapen
knuckles the size of walnuts, topped with long inwardly curving claws
that shone like vory in the room’s dim light.

Katelynn’s mind whirled at a frantic pace, trying to explain what her
eyes were seeing. Then, like a dash of ice-cold water thrown in her
face, her subconscious dragged from its depths the memory of her
other dreams, making her accept what was happening.

With a small gasp of horror, she understood.

She was no longer in her own body, but had somehow been
transported inside something else and was looking out through their
eyes instead of her own!

While she could feel her madly accelerated heartbeat, she could also
feel that of the creature in whose body she rode, a heartbeat that was
deeper and more powerful than her own, one that beat a much slower
rate.

If she concentrated, as she did now, she could dimly perceive the
other’s thoughts as well.

Awave of hatred so vile that it made her want to retch rolled out of
the form she was inhabiting, That Gabriel knew her in this form was
beyond a doubt; there was hatred and recognition in his eyes. As her
mind struggled with a thousand questions, she felt herself speak, the
voice in her ears like crushed gravel



“Time to die old fool,” she said.

* % %

Leaning close, Moloch opened his mouth to reveal the many rows of
scalpel sharp teeth.

Using the last of his strength, Gabriel reached deep inside his body and
simply ordered his heart to stop.

He died with a smile on his face, knowing he’d cheated the Nightshade
out of the final victory.

* % %

Katelynn felt her mouth stretching impossibly wide, felt her tongue
flickering across the tips of monstrously long teeth as sharp as
surgeon’s knives as she leaned closer to Gabriel.

Noooo! she cried mentally, but was helpless to stop the sudden
descent of those awful fangs.

As the teeth ripped mercilessly into the fragile flesh of the old man’s
neck, Katelynn’s mind mercifully found the strength to flee and she

cane to herself again, lying on the floor beside the table she’d been
working on in the library. A long shrill scream was bursting from her



lips. She felt someone grasping her limbs, and fearing that whatever it
was had followed her, she thrashed wildly; terrified that she was about
to die.

A sudden pain flared on her right cheek, bringing her back to reality.
The middle-aged librarian who had administered the slap was
crouched beside her, one hand in the air in preparation of delivering a
second slap should it prove necessary. Two students were pinning her
arms and legs to the floor. The lips of the one at her feet were red and
rapidly swelling, and Katelynn realized with shocked sympathy that she
nust have kicked him in the face during her struggles.

“Settle down,” the older woman said. ““You’ve had some kind of an
attack. Just lie still for a moment. The health team is on its way.” The
woman smiled at her, but Katelynn could recognize the woman’s fear
and apprehension.

Probably thinks I’'m ready for the psycho ward, Katelynn thought to
herself.

With growing dismay she realized that the woman could be right.

Suddenly, she desperately wanted to get out of there, and assuring her
rescuers that she was fine, got to her feet, quickly gathered her books
and went out into the night, ignoring their protests.

Her nightmares from previous evenings crowded in on her, spurring her
fear. She knew that they were more than simple nightmares now, knew
that the connection she had made while in that twilight realm had
followed her into the real world.

Lord only knew what might happen next.
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As he realized that his enemy had taken his own life before he could
enact his vengeance, Moloch lost control. He tore into the fresh
corpse, ripping the limbs from the body in his frenzy; delighting in the
way his claws sliced into the weak flesh as if it were butter. He
shrieked his rage and frustration, uncaring if any of the humans heard
himnow. Ifthey were foolish enough to nvestigate, then he would tear
them apart as well

Later, once his anger was spent and the corpse was barely
recognizable as having once been human, Moloch left the way that he
had entered; leaving the sliding glass doors open behind him as he
soared off the balcony into the night.

As he returned to his roost, slipping easily through the night’s inky
blackness, he pondered the evening’s events.

Just before he had killed the Elder, he’d felt the presence of another
being there in the room with them

Yet he was positive the room had been empty with the exception of
the Elder and hinself.

So how did he explain the sensation that someone had been watching
them? Or the scream he had heard as his teeth had ripped out the old
fool’s throat?

He didn’t know.



But he was determined to find out.

For now though, he could wait. With his hunger sated, Moloch felt
heavy, bloated, full. The quiet oblivion of sleep and his own sweet
dreams beckoned to him. He decided he would rest before he sought
the answers to those questions.

After all, with his oldest enemy now dead, what did he have to fear?
He was once again ruler of the night, and nothing stood i his way. The
human fools would again learn to fear the darkness, and he would rule
over them in his rightfil place as King,

And, oh, how much fun he was going to have, the beast thought
gleefully as he winged his way home.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
AMESSAGE FROM BEYOND

Around seven o’clock that night, Jake sat in Sam’s apartment waiting
for his friend to finish dressing, Sam had swapped shifts with a co-
worker earlier in the week so that he could go to a celebration being
held for Dana Sandings, one of his friends, and Jake had reluctantly
agreed to come along. While sitting around with a bunch of literary
types might not be Jake’s first choice for a night out, it certainly beat
being home alone.

The party was in full swing when they arrived, with people filling the
apartment and spilling out onto the deck in back. Jake slipped through
the crowd in search of the bar, while Sam grabbed a Pepsi froma
passing tray, said hello to those he knew, and spent some time mingling
with those he didn’t.



After a while he felt someone come up behind him and punch him
lightly on the shoulder. He turned to find Jake standing there.

“Come on, you’ve got to see this,” his friend said.

Jake headed back into the crowd, making his way toward one of the
back rooms. They reached a closed door, which Jake opened softly,
gesturing for Samto precede him through the door.

The room they entered was almost conmpletely dark, four candles being
the only source of illumination. By their soft light, Sam could see five or
six people seated in a loose semi-circle on the floor in the middle of
the room, facing two others. These two in turn sat facing each other
with some kind of game board between them.

It took Sama minute to realize it was a Ouija board.

Will you look at this? he thought to hinself He’d always wanted to try
a Ouija board but had never had the chance. He moved closer.

In the dim light, Sam recognized one of those in the group as Dana,
their hostess. That wasn’t surprising. Sam knew she practiced such
things as spirit-trances, fortune telling, palm reading, and what she
described as communication with the dead; all a result of having a
Romanian gypsy for a mother, she’d say.

While he watched, Dana began speaking.

“The spirits are everywhere, they see and know everything, They are
always around us; in the air we breathe, in the smoke from the candles,
in the light of the flames, forever present but cut off fromus due to our
skepticism in their existence. One must overcome this if a message is
to be received.”



Samrealized suddenly that Jake had sat down on the outskirts of the
circle and moved to join him The others noted their presence but did
not speak to them. No one wanted to interrupt Dana.

“In order for us to contact someone on the other side, we must all
wipe our minds clean of doubt. The spirits are constantly trying to
communicate with us on this plane, with our help, they will be able to.
If'you can’t believe but wish to stay and witness their presence among
us, you st wipe your mind of all negative thoughts. Think only
positive thoughts. It doesn’t matter what they are, just as long as they
are happy thoughts. The spirits will use the energy you produce to help
them break through the barrier to our side.”

“Whom should we talk to?”” asked a dark-haired man.
Dana asked, “Are there any particular requests?”

A number of names were called out: John F. Kennedy, Jim Morrison,
Ben Franklin, Adolf Hitler, Ted Bundy. Dana held up her hands for
silence, and when she got it, looked over at Sam. “Choose someone,”
she said.

Samwas at a sudden loss. Who did he want to talk to?

Jake spoke up. “What about that Jesuit who supposedly haunts the
library on the Benton University campus, Father Castelli?”’
Samagreed. He was as good as anyone else.

“Okay. Father Castelli it is.” Dana turned her attention to Jake. “Why
don’t you come over here and help me work the board?” she asked.

Jake was about to decline when Sam elbowed him sharply. “He’d love
to,” Samreplied for him.



Jake got up and crossed the room, sitting Indian-style in front of Dana
with the Oujja board between them.

“Have you ever done this before?” she asked.

Jake shook his head. Sam could see he was doing his best to stifle a
grin.

“Okay, then. Rest your fingers on the planchette. No, that’s too heavy.
Do it lightly, so that you're just barely touching it.”” As Jake complied,
Dana said, “Good. That’s much better.”” She closed her eyes and took
several deep breaths. Sam glanced around and saw everyone else
staring intently at the board. He exchanged a humor-filled glance with
Jake and was about to follow the others’ lead when Dana said, “Sam,
why don’t you come over here and take my place? I don’t have to be
using the board in order to provide a spirit channel for them to work
through. I know you and your friend are most likely skeptics. This way
neither of you can claim I was moving the planchette myself”

Sam enthusiastically agreed.

“Do I have your word that neither of you will consciously move the
planchette?”

“Sure,” said Jake.
Samnodded as well.

“Okay. Everyone close your eyes. Clear your minds of all extraneous
thoughts; let the outside world wash away. Pretend your mind is a
television set and the only thing you are receiving is static. When you
feel you’ve reached the proper state of awareness, you can open your
eyes again. Casey, why don’t you read out the letters as the planchette



lands on them?”
The woman seated to San’s left agreed.

Sam let his eyes slide shut and tried to follow Dana’s instructions, a
little thrill of excitement growing in his stomach. Imagine if we really
manage to contact someone, he thought to himself. Wouldn’t that be
something?

Someone gave a small gasp, and Sam opened his eyes to find Jake
and everyone else in the room staring in Dana’s direction.

Sam followed suit.

Dana’s eyes had rolled back in their sockets, so all that was visible
were the whites of her eyeballs.

Neat trick, Sam thought, a bit disappointed at the theatrics.
Voices murnured somewhere on the edge of the room

“Silence,” Dana hissed, and quiet instantly returned. In a soft voice that
was oddly lilting, she began speaking. “Is anyone out there? Can
anyone hear me?”

Sam started to close his eyes again. As he did so, he caught a glimpse

of'the clock on the wall and noted in the back of his mind that it was
one minute to twelve.

“Is anyone out there? We are trying to reach Father Castelli. Can you
hear me, Father?”

Suddenly Sam felt two things happen at once. Across from him, Jake
stiffened, and the planchette twitched beneath their fingers. Sam
glanced up at Jake, but his head was lowered and he wouldn’t meet



his gaze. Did Jake move this thing?

“Is anyone out...” Dana paused, and in a whisper spoke to the group.
“] can feel the spirits. They are all around us, clamoring to speak to us.
I sense a great urgency among them. Everyone concentrate on
reaching out to Father Castelli. Let him know we wish to speak to him.
Casey, would you please read the letters off the board once contact is
made?”

“Can you hear me, Father?”” she continued.

Beneath his fingers, Sam felt the planchette move again. He eased up
on the pressure, until his fingers were barely touching it. He wanted to
make sure that he wasn’t causing it to move. He saw the rest of the
group leaning forward eagerly to watch the proceedings and this time
he kept his eyes open like the rest of them.

“Father? Are you there, Father Castelli?””

The planchette began making slow lazy circles around the board and
Sam felt a slight tingle in his fingertips, as if a mild current was passing
through his flesh. The planchette began to move quicker and then
abruptly slid across the board to the top left hand side, centering itself
over the word “YES”.

The group gasped collectively.
“Who are you?”” Dana asked aloud.

The planchette swirled aimlessly for a moment and then dropped to the
double row of letters in the center of the board.

“M,” read Casey, and then “A...T...T...H...E...W.”” The planchette
paused and so did Casey. After a moment, as if to signal the start ofa



new word, it continued. “C...A..S..T.E.L.L.L”
“This is Father Castelli?”” Dana asked, just to be certain.
The planchette immediately moved back to the YES.

Dana said, “The contact is strengthening now. The spirits have broken
through the barrier and their message will be clearer to us.”

Before Dana could ask her next question, however, the planchette
began spinning aimlessly around the board for a moment before
moving on to spell another new word.

“B...E...W...A...R” Casey called out in response, her voice shaking
slightly.

Stupid spirit can’t even spell, Sam thought to himself.

As if she’d heard him, Dana said, “Often a spirit will misspell

something, it’s a pretty common occurrence, especially if the subject
has been dead a long time.”

“Is that your message?” she asked the board. “Beware?”
YES.

“Beware of what?” she asked.

A cool, whispery chill ran lightly up Sam’s spine.

The planchette was moving faster, as if guided by an unseen hand filled
with urgency. Casey called out the letters in a voice filled with
exciterent. “E..V..L.L.-.E.V..L.L.-. E.V.L.L.. It’s repeating the word
“evil” over and over again.”

The planchette came to rest in the center of the board. Sam shifted his



position slightly to get more comfortable.
“Don’t remove your hands, Sam! You’ll break the contact,” said Dana.

Her warning was unnecessary, however. Sam was too engrossed in
what was happening to even consider it.

Dana went on. “What is evil? Can you tell us what evil we are to
beware of, Father Castelli?”” Her voice was a quiet whisper in the
otherwise silent room.

Immediately: B..L..A. K..E..S.. B.A.N..E.
“Bane?”’ someone asked.

This time it was Jake who answered, his voice low but steady, “Tt
means a cause of death or rumn.”

Another voice could be heard from the back of the room “It says
Blake. Do you think it means Hudson Blake?”’

No one had an answer.

Dana decided to ask for clarification. “Can you tell us what that is,
Father?”

The planchette fell still. Dana repeated her question twice, slower each
time. After what seemed an age to Sam, the planchette moved again.
This time it was different instead of the smooth, circular motions, it
moved in fits and starts, spasmodically jerking across the board.

“‘B.E.W.A.R.I.T.C.A.N..S..E..,” Casey called out for those who
couldn’t see the pointer.

Sam stared down at the board. The planchette was still moving helter-
skelter across its surface, jerking left and right like a puppet on a string.



The tingling in his arms had become almost, but not quite, pain. He
wanted to tear his hands away and break the contact, but something
compelled him to keep them in place. He tried to reassure himself.
Jake must be doing this, he thought. Jake’s just spelling out messages
to scare everyone.

“Father Castelli? Are you still with us, Father?”” Dana asked. A strange
expression ran across her face then, part grimace, part bewilderment.
“Who’s there?” she asked. “Do you wish to speak with us?”

Beneath his hands, Sam felt the planchette slow down, then move with
deliberation.

He watched in shock as it spelled out a message directed specifically
at him

REMEMBERMYWARNIN.GSAMMY.

Sam sat there, stunned. The others around him who could see the
board gasped in surprise, then looked at him rather oddly, as if they
had just discovered something mysterious in their midst.

The planchette began moving again.

GOODBYE, SAMMY, it read.

That whispery touch of fear turned into a fist clenched savagely around
his spine.

Then, with the suddenness of a striking snake, the planchette spelled
out another message.

FOOLS! NEITHER YOU NOR THE OLD ONE CAN STOP ME
NOW! I WILL SLAUGHTER YOU LIKE THE CATTLE YOU



ARE.

Seeing this message spelled out in front of him, Sam jumped, almost
breaking the contact. After what happened next, he wished he had.

Dana moaned.

Sam looked at her and recoiled in shock. She was shaking fiercely, as
if a high voltage current was running through her veins. Her teeth were
chattering, and the sound quickly filled the room, making it seemas ifa
herd of skeletons were charging past. The hand on his spine squeezed

tighter.

There’s no way Jake is causing her to do that, his inner voice said.
Everyone in the room was frozen in a state of shock.

No one moved to help her.

Over her shoulder, Sam was surprised to see Katelynn staring across
the room in their direction, her face as pale as a ghost. He had been so
engrossed he hadn’t even noticed that she’d arrived.

Beneath his fingers, Sam felt the planchette begin to move again with
slow, deliberate speed.

In a voice shaking with fear, Casey read the message aloud.
“SAY GOODBYE TO DANA.”

As if in response, Dana suddenly screamed. The sound of her cry
broke the paralysis that had held everyone in its grip. Sam jumped
away from the board as if it were alive. Jake grabbed Dana. She was
still shaking, more violently now, her heels drumming in a frenzy on the
floor.



“She’s having a fit!”” someone yelled.
“Hit the lights!”

A moment later the room was filled with electric brilliance as someone
complied with the request.

Sam recovered his wits and moved to help Jake. He held Dana’s feet
steady. Someone else, he thought it might be Bill, pinned her armrs.

Blood was flowing from her mouth, and Sam realized she’d clamped
her teeth down on her tongue. Probably cut the dann thing nearly in
half. He watched as Jake clenched the sides of her jaw at some hidden
nerve point and forced her mouth open. Inside it was a mess; blood
and saliva mixing into a crimson froth that kept them from seeing how
much damage she’d done to herself. Trying to find a way to prevent
her from tearing herself up further, Jake forced his wallet between her
jaws and then let go of his hold. Her teeth immediately clamped down
on the wallet’s leather surface like a spring-loaded vice.

Katelynn pushed her way over to them. “Someone call the infirmary
and get someone up here quick,” she told the crowd. She turned to
Jake. “Ts she going to be okay?”

“I don’t know. Does anyone know if she’s epileptic?”” he asked.
No one did.

Another minute passed. The convulsions slowed and then stopped
altogether. Dana lay in Jake’s arns, limp but still conscious.

Katelynn removed the wallet from her mouth and tried to reassure her.
“Take it easy. You've had some kind of a seizure. Help is on the way;,
just lie still.”



Her gaze rolled around the room, wide and vacant, not really noticing
any of them around her. Then she saw Jake. She stiffened in his arns,
her eyes growing almost comically wide. Her left hand shot up and
gripped the front of his shirt and pulled, dragging his face down close
to her lips. She said something to him, but Sam was too far away to
hear.

Jake blanched in response.

The mobile emergency team hustled into the room then, and everyone
moved back to allow them some space to work in. Sam, Jake, and
Katelynn backed away as well, noticing as they did so that the party
had rapidly broken up around them. Only a few people were still in the
apartment.

Katelynn stood at Sam’s side, her face pale. “What happened in there?
” she asked.

“I’'mnot sure. We were using the Ouija board, and she suddenly went
nuts, threw a fit of some kind.” He shivered. Jake was moving that
planchette, he kept telling himself. Just Jake, no one else.

That small voice spoke up again. Why don’t you ask him, it said, and
he decided to do just that.

The medics loaded Dana onto a stretcher and then carried her down
the stairs. Jake, Sam, and Katelynn followed the emergency team out

of the building and watched as Dana was loaded into an ambulance
outside. Lights flashing, the vehicle roared off toward the complex’s

gates.
Jake turned to face Sam



One glance into Jake’s eyes and Sam felt his fear grow. His blood ran
cold and sluggish through his veins. He wrapped his arms around his
chest in an unconscious attenpt to warm himself.

Jake’s scared, he realized, recognizing the look in his friend’s eyes.

That frightened Sam more than anything that had happened that night.
If Jake’s scared, he told himself, then I should be terrified. Abruptly, he
realized that he was.

What Jake said next made things worse.
“Were you moving that thing, Sam?”

The question froze him where he stood. Numbly, Sam shook his head.
He didn’t want to hear what he knew was coming next, but there was
no escaping i.

“T wasn’t either, Sam. I swear it.”

Next to them, Katelynn said, “If it wasn’t you, and it wasn’t Sam, then
who...”

Jake could only shake his head in reply to her question.

But Sam thought he knew. There was only one person who called him
Sammy. Gabriel. Something must have happened. He turned and
began pushing his way back through the crowd, desperate to reach his
car, his sudden fear so overwhelming that he didn’t bother telling his
friends where he was headed.

The two of them stood there for a few minutes as the crowd
dispersed, each of them lost in their own thoughts, until Katelynn
broke the silence.



“What did she say to you, Jake?”

Jake hesitated, and then answered in a subdued tone. “She said that
someone in the room was going to die soon.”

In the distance, the ambulance siren shrieked like a banshee mto the
night’s darkness.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
PUZZ1 E PIECES

Not wanting to be alone, the two of them walked over to The
Hemingway, an all-night coffee house and Internet café on the other
side of campus.

The café consisted of one long room filled with odds and ends of
furniture; tables and chairs, mismatched sofas and loveseats, even a
few booths from a now definct diner, really anything the students could
get their hands on. A small stage stood to the left of the bar, and
throughout the night the poets and writers who typically haunted the
place would get up to read selections of their works, while others
listened attentively or carried on conversations amongst thenselves in
muted tones. The walls were fashioned of unfinished wood, decorated
here and there with posted notices of poetic readings and fliers froma
variety of political and artistic groups.

They took a seat in the back, away from most of the other tables, so
that they could talk freely without being overheard. Katelynn was the
first to broach the subject.



“What’s going on, Jake?”

“Damned if T know;”” he answered gruffly, still disconcerted both by
what had happened at the party and by Sam’s odd behavior
immediately thereafter

“Cone on, Jake. I’'mserious.”

“So amI, Katelynn. I don’t have a clue. It’s bad enough that I find a
corpse every time | turn around. Adding Ouija boards and
communication with the dead does not make me feel any better. Never
mind Sam’s rushing off like that.”” Jake poured himself another beer
from the pitcher on the table before him While he wouldn’t admit it, he
was scared. Getting drunk seemed a good solution and he fully
intended to put his plan into motion without delay. “What the heck
were you doing at the party anyway? 1 thought you were studying
tonight.”

“I was. Something happened.”

She took her time, explaining the dreams that she’d been having and
her “attack’ at the library. She told him about the odd sensation of
looking through another’s eyes and about her increasing belief that
what she was seeing was not imaginary but real.

Jake had had enough weirdness for one night, however. “Come on,
Katelynn. You can’t really believe that.”
“Why not?”’

“Because its crazy, that’s why,” he retorted sharply, but upon seeing
her expression he decided to take another tact. “Look,” he said more
gently, “just think about this rationally for a minute, okay? You’ve been



under a lot of stress, everyone has. This killer is making everyone
nervous.”

“So it’s making me see things, is that what you’re saying?”’

“Yes. I told you yesterday afternoon about the body we found at
Stonemoor and that night you dreamt about Hudson Blake. It bears to
reason that your subconscious would twist what you learned earlier
into your dreans at night as you slept.”

“But something happened to him, just as I saw it in my dream.”

Jake shook his head. “Not really. Think about it. In your dream you
say you saw Hudson Blake, yet we didn’t discover Blake’s body at
the estate, we found his butler’s. And tonight you saw Gabriel, but as
far as we know he is perfectly all right. We don’t know that anything
has happened to Blake — he’s just disappeared. It’s just your
subconscious taking the things you know and twisting them up with
your fear and your nervousness over the fact that the police haven’t
caught the killer yet.”

Katelynn wasn’t convinced. “How do you explain tonight then?”” she
challenged him.

“What about tonight?”’

“How do you explain the Ouija Board or what happened to Dana.”

Exasperated, Jake replied, “It could have been any number of things.
Sam could have been moving that pointer purposely. He could have
been lying when he said he wasn’t, just to pull our legs. Or it could
have been moving on its own, a result of a build up in static electricity
between Sam and me. Hell, there are a thousand reasons it could have



been moving around. And the least likely one is that we were really
speaking to the dead. It was simply coincidence that Dana suffered an
epileptic attack when she did. It was probably brought on by all of the
exciterment of the party.”

“So what happened to Sam? Why did he rush off like that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he just freaked out over Dana’s fit.” Finding the
pitcher empty, Jake half turned in his seat, searching for the waitress.

“Come on Jake. Doesn’t that all sound just a bit too pat to you?”

Without stopping his attempts to signal a waitress, Jake answered,
“Nope. It certainly sounds far more reasonable than that garbage
you're spouting,”

Katelynn had had enough. Whether it was her fear or her annoyance at
how much Jake had drunk in such a short time, she was less tolerant
than usual. Having Jake brush her off so cavalierly infuriated her. She
slid out of the booth, grabbed Jake by the chin, and turned his head to
face her. “Do you know what a shithead is, Jake?” she asked, and then
continued without giving him time to answer. “T’ll tell you. A shithead is
someone who can’t see the truth even when its right there in front of
him. Thanks for your help. I guess I"ll figure it out on my own.”

Jake could only stare. Just what the hell is wrong with everyone
tonight? His beer-addled mind just couldn’t put two and two together.

Without another word, Katelynn turned and stormed across the room,
disappearing out the door.

For a moment Jake considered following, but quickly decided against
it. She probably wouldn’t talk to him and if she felt like being a bitch



then it was best if he just left her alone. She’d cool down after awhile.

And then maybe she’d talk some sense. He went back to trying to
signal a waitress and did his best to forget about what had been
happening for the last several days.

It was more than he wanted to think about at the moment.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
THE LAST OFANOBLE RACE

Something terrible had happened to Gabriel.

Samwas certain of it and as he sped through the streets his fear grew
with every mile passing beneath his wheels.

Sam could see the flashing blue lights as soon as he turned onto the
long, tree-lined drive that led to the main building of the complex. His
heart froze at the sight. As he drove closer he made out the forns of
the individual police cars that were parked haphazardly in the small
cul-de-sac that fronted the building. An ambulance was also there, its
rear doors thrown wide, its red strobes mingling in eerie symphony
with the blues.

Sam jerked the car to a stop, jumped out, and was running toward the
front door even before his engine had grown silent. A uniformed officer
saw him at the last mmnute and tried to prevent him from entering, but
Sam ducked beneath the man’s outstretched arms and pushed through
the glass door.



The main lobby was full of residents, most of them from the third floor,
each in an assortment of pajamas. Uniformed officers were milling here
and there amongst the patients. It seemed to Sam as if the police were
trying to interview some of patients, but for what reason he couldn’t
guess. Most of them were senile and would prove little or no use in
whatever investigation they were conducting.

The confusion in the room had brought him up short just inside the
door, and when he realized he was no longer moving, Sam cast an
anxious glance back over his shoulder. He was relieved to see that the
officer he’d snuck past was still outside, prevented from following him
by a sudden swarm of spectators who were likewise trying to get
inside.

Ignoring the masses of people moving all around him, Sam walked
over to the elevators, his thoughts on Gabriel. The presence of the
police and the emergency medical team confirmed what he’d
previously only suspected. Something had happened here tonight, and
he was all but posttive it had something to do with Gabriel.

A sense of evil lingered in the air, like a gas that had been only partially
dispelled. He wasn’t the only one who felt it, others in the room were
constantly looking over their shoulders as if they too could sense some
presence in the roony a grim shadow that crouched behind them. In
that instant Sam knew the object of Gabriel’s fears had come for him
All that was left to do was to find out if the old man had survived.

Sam had a hunch he already knew the answer to that question and had
to force hinself'to keep moving forward. He had to forcibly ignore the
reluctance that suddenly settled about his shoulders like a mantle of
lead, threatening to bend his back beneath its great weight.



He was affaid.
Afraid of what he would find upstairs.

As he reached out for the elevator call button, a hand landed on his
shoulder, startling him.

“Sorry. Elevators are off-limits. Nobody leaves the lobby until we’re
finished,” a gruff voice said from behind him

Sam turned and found himself face to face with another police officer.
The man glared at him with eyes as hard as stones and heavy with
suspicion.

“Oh,” Sam said, a bit flustered by the man’s sudden appearance. ‘T’ll
just use the stairs then.”” He moved to step past the officer.

The other’s broad bulk blocked his path. “Are you deaf?”’ the man
asked with ill-concealed hostility. “T said nobody’s allowed upstairs.”

“Look, officer. I work here. These people are more than my
responsibility. Many of them are my friends. If something has
happened to one of them, I’ve got to do what I can to help.”

“You can help out by staying the hell out of the way of the
professionals.”

Sam willed himself to stay calm Humor the guy, an inner voice said.

“Okay, okay,” Samsaid in a resigned voice, and moved off into the
crowd again. Several minutes later, when he was certain the officer
was no longer watching him, Sam drifted slowly to his right in the
direction of the stairwell.

Damn! he thought, once he had the stairwell in sight. Another officer



was stationed there, blocking the way to the upper floors. He was
stuck. There was no other way to the upper floors unless he came
through the walkway that connected the nursing home to the rest of the
hospital conplex, and if they had this end covered Sam was certain
they would have that guarded as well

Now what?

Then fate provided him with the opportunity he needed. Several
members of the press arrived outside and were attempting to force
their way past the officer guarding the front door. The officer guarding
the stairwell noticed his partner’s plight, and moved to help, leaving the
door to the stairwell unguarded.

Sam took advantage of the opportunity and calmly walked over to the
door, opened it, and slipped quietly into the stairwell. He took the
steps two at a time, his heart thumping madly in his chest. There might
be more guards at the top, but for now he didn’t care, his only concern
was the fate of his friend. He had to discover if Gabriel was still alive!

He emerged onto the third floor at the opposite end of the hall from
Gabriel’s room The small corridor before him was enpty, but he could
hear a good deal of commotion coming from the main haltway around
the corner.

Samtook the chance.

The main corridor was filled with people, most of them uniformed
police officers. A few men were dressed in dark suits and ties. Sam
took themto be detectives. Two ambulance attendants sat in the
plastic chairs that lined the hallway with decidedly queasy looks on
their faces. An empty stretcher was pushed up against the wall next to


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































