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“Do not go gentle into that good night.
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”
 —Dylan Thomas

“Walkers don’t believe in coincidences.”
 —Logan Walker


PART ONE 
 RIFT


Chapter 1

Always the first to know when something horrible was about to happen. That was Logan’s gift. More of a curse than a blessing. Invariably, his foreknowledge was limited to unexplained anxiety, never cold hard facts. Certainly not enough information to help avert whatever impending tragedy he sensed. Enough to worry about it, though, which was why he expected to suffer from bleeding ulcers by the ripe old age of twenty-five —assuming he lived that long. In the extended Walker family, longevity was as rare as death by natural causes. And as far as Logan was concerned, tonight had disaster written all over it.

One of Logan’s bad feelings was the reason the three of them were loitering in the Hadenford Stop-On-Buy’s parking lot past midnight on a weekday. Likewise, Logan’s gift was responsible for the family’s abrupt relocation to Hadenford. They’d come too far to settle for half-measures.

With a slight nod to the far corner of the parking lot, Logan said to Barrett, “There.”

A study in black—long-sleeved silk shirt with cuffs rolled back to expose tanned, muscular forearms, leather pants and soft-soled Italian loafers—Barrett appeared at Logan’s side as if by magic. A moment ago, he’d been six feet away, leaning against the bumper of his slate-gray Jeep Liberty. In the span of an eye-blink, and as silent as a passing thought, Barrett had crossed the distance separating them. He’d probably begun his approach with Logan’s startled inhalation before he spoke. No magic involved, other than preternaturally fast reflexes. Freaky, though, in Logan’s book.

“Where?” Barrett asked. “Show me.”

Logan took a nervous bite of a hard pretzel before waving the remainder of the sourdough snack in the direction of the corner streetlight. The mercury-vapor lamp flickered, emitting an insectile buzz that made Logan’s skin itch.

“Ah,” Barrett said dryly with a slow, exaggerated nod to underplay his sarcasm, “That light’s in danger of burning out, is it?”

“Didn’t you see? It just started to—”

“Wonder how many Walkers does it take to change a light bulb? I could shimmy up the pole if you’ll toss—”

“Bite me.”

“Enough bickering, boys,” Liana said, stepping away from the Jeep’s passenger side. In contrast to Barrett’s slick black attire and Logan’s casual ensemble of rugby shirt and distressed jeans, Liana was a ceremonial presence, almost ghostly in a flowing, translucent white gown. A narrow silver headband swept her shoulder-length wheat-blond hair away from the perfect oval of her face, framing dark, liquid eyes and full red lips. “Besides, Barry, you asked Logan to point out any manifestations.” She favored Logan with a wink.

“Thanks, Sis,” Logan said, grinning. “Barry certainly did ask.”

“I also asked not to be called Barry, dear cousin,” Barrett said. “Everyone conveniently forgets that.”

Liana smiled mischievously. “Who says we forgot?”

Logan chuckled, but his smile was fleeting. Instincts took over, pulling his attention to the boulevard intersection’s traffic light as it winked from yellow to red. He swallowed a mouthful of dry pretzel, and imagined a lump of dread squeezing down his throat.

Barrett frowned, still fixated on the corner streetlight.  “I would hardly call a flickering streetlight a manifestation.”

“Start the Jeep,” Logan said, dropping his half-empty bag of pretzels as he rushed past Barrett and Liana.

“What now?” Barrett asked Liana.

She shrugged, raising both eyebrows. Her talents lay elsewhere.

Logan yanked open the driver’s side door. “Start the damn Jeep or toss me the keys!”

“Do as he says,” Liana said. Trailing Logan, she climbed into the backseat.

“Move over, hotshot,” Barrett said, close behind despite his initial hesitation. “I’ll drive.”

“Fine,” Logan said, scrambling over to the passenger side. “Drive.”

“Right,” Barrett said with a curt nod as he started the Jeep, then paused as his hand clutched the gearshift. “Now tell me where to go.”

Logan smirked. “I’d love to… some other time. Right now, you’d better—” He gasped in anticipation, his head whipping toward the intersection a moment before he heard the shriek of car brakes.

A dark Civic stopped halfway through the intersection, inches short of a collision with a white Mustang that ran the red light. Where the road dipped in the middle of the intersection, the Mustang bottomed out in a shower of sparks, then roared away. The Honda driver pounded his horn and shook his head in disgust before continuing across the intersection.

Logan’s gaze trailed after the speeding white sports car. “Follow the Mustang.”

As if hoping for a consensus, Barrett glanced back at Liana. She was leaning forward, fingernails digging into the vinyl upholstery of the seatbacks as she stared through the windshield. She noticed Barrett’s gaze the same time as Logan, but Logan spoke first. “What are you waiting for?”

“Go!” Liana said.

Barrett nodded.

Before facing forward again, Logan scanned Liana’s forearms, nervously checking the elegant gold lines of her tattooed sigils. The swirling lines were as fine as spider webs, more cryptic than hieroglyphics. They represented an ancient language of ideas and power that he could not hope to comprehend.

Noticing his attention, Liana reminded him, “They don’t work that way, Logan.”

He shook his head. “I know… but, God, don’t you feel it?”

“Not the way you do, Logan.”

“So now we’re chasing traffic violators,” Barrett muttered as he drove across the parking lot and out into the street, racing after the Mustang. “Am I supposed to make a citizen’s arrest?”

No one answered him.

Behind them, the streetlight stopped flickering, its anemic cone of pale light undisturbed once again. The change went unnoticed by Liana or Barrett, but Logan swallowed again, convinced that imminent disaster was now ahead of them. He wished he’d held onto the pretzel bag. Crunchy snacks eased his precognitive tension… and stopped him from grinding his molars to nubs. He massaged his jaw, shaking his head as he stared down the dark road, mesmerized and horrified by the Mustang’s burning red taillights.

“What’s the plan? Midnight drag race? Or should I run him off the road?”

“Just follow him,” Logan said. This time of night, traffic was sparse. The Mustang was the only car in front of them, but it was gaining separation. “Hurry!”

“What’s happening… exactly?”

“I don’t know,” Logan said. “But that car is—or will be… involved somehow.”

“You knew that car was coming?”

“I knew something was coming.”

“How?”

“I just do,” Logan said, nibbling the corner of his thumbnail.

Barrett closed the gap between the cars. “Look, he’s slowing.”

“Not slowing,” Logan said. “Turning.”

A moment later, without signaling, the Mustang made a wide right turn down a side street, leaving the four-lane avenue behind. Barrett followed, making a crisper turn, but the other car had pulled away again. Barrett accelerated.

“Driver… and one passenger,” Liana noted.

Barrett glanced at Logan. “You’re in charge tonight. What’s my move here?”

“Follow, for now,” Logan said absently. “Don’t spook him, though. Not until I know. But… it’s coming soon.”

“What if they’re the cause?” Barrett reasoned. “Maybe we should stop them.”

“I don’t know what they are… yet,” Logan said. “We’re isolated for now. If we stop them, we might—we can’t risk losing the…”

“The scent?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Logan said. “We might need them to lead us to it.”

A couple miles away from the commercial district, trees closed in on either side of them, houses were spaced farther apart, porch lights or driveway lights creating islands of illumination in the unfolding darkness. The sense of isolation grew stronger. Logan clutched his stomach as a wave of nausea assaulted him. “It’s close…”

Tree branches reached over the narrow road, creating a natural tunnel and adding to the oppressive darkness pressing in from all sides.

The Mustang’s taillights winked out for a moment and, briefly, it seemed to Logan as if the white sports car was painted black. “What was that?” Logan asked, leaning forward. White again. “It changed…”

“A shadow,” Liana said, but sounded unconvinced herself.

“They’re slowing.”

“And… swerving!” Liana said.

The Mustang drifted across the dashed center line, decelerating as it veered toward the tree line on the left side of the road.

Logan shouted, “Stop the car!”

Barrett hit the brake pedal.

Thrown forward, Liana grunted in discomfort, but maintained her hold on the seatbacks. “That’ll teach me not to buckle up.”

“What the hell—?” Barrett said. “Look.”

The Mustang rolled down the gravel shoulder and lurched into a tree, crumpling its front bumper. Its headlights knifed into the deeper darkness, exposing more trees and underbrush but nothing else.

“What happened?” Barrett asked, already climbing out of the Jeep.

Liana followed, slipping out from the driver’s side, but Logan was reluctant to leave the nominal safety of the SUV. Whatever had happened a moment ago still had… potential. To him, the night felt coiled with deadly intent, like a cougar ready to pounce on unsuspecting prey. Swallowing his gorge, Logan clawed his door open with numb hands and stepped down to the gravel shoulder. Loose stones scraped together under his running shoes and made harsh grinding sounds.

Behind the Mustang, Barrett took hesitant steps toward the driver’s door, arms raised, hands spread in a defensive posture.

The Mustang’s front windows were halfway down, the car’s stereo blaring “Sympathy for the Devil” by the Rolling Stones.

“Barrett—wait! We need a threat assessment.” Liana shouted from the side of the road. “Logan?”

Logan exhaled as the tension suddenly drained from his body. He sprinted across the road to join them. “Whatever it was,” he said, “it’s gone.”

Barrett reached for the door handle, then froze and shook his head. “Oh, man, this is not good…”

Liana joined him. “What?”

Barrett held up a restraining hand. “Trust me,” he said, “you do not want to see this.”

“Don’t try to protect me,” she said defensively. “I’ve seen plenty of…” Her voice trailed off as she gazed through the side window. She gulped, clamped a hand over her mouth and stumbled away from the car, repulsed.

“What?” Logan asked, still too far away to see anything.

Doubled over and panting for breath, pale and trembling with both hands planted on her hips, Liana shook her head. “Dear Lord…”

Logan had to look—had to know. He’d sensed something bad was coming… and this was it, the confirmation. Familiar guilt began to scuttle around his stomach like a many-legged insect. So easy to blame himself. He always felt responsible when the bad things happened, as if his inability to see the final outcome was a personal failure. At times like this, he considered his talent useless. Worse than useless. It merely taunted him with the idea that he could make a difference.

With the grim weight of tragedy pressing down on him, he approached the car from the passenger side. Frigid air seemed to flow out of the partially open window, carrying with it the coppery scent of blood, the heavy scent of raw meat … and something fetid, cloying with decay. Holding his breath, Logan peered through the gap in the window.

Blood—God, so much blood!—splashed across the windshield and the dashboard, glistening on the black vinyl bucket seats, dripping from the steering wheel, almost as if it had been splashed from gallon paint cans. Empty beer bottles on the passenger side floor, a few more in back, along with crumpled fast food wrappers, but…

“Where…?” Logan gulped. “Where are the bodies?”

Shaking his head as he walked away from the car, Barrett said, “Look closer.”

Against Logan’s better judgment and in spite of his renewed queasiness, he leaned forward… and noticed the irregular lumps in the blood. Even as he realized what those scattered lumps must be, he knew there weren’t enough of them—not nearly enough mass—not for two adult human bodies. His tenuous state of denial collapsed when he noticed something white and gleaming on top of the dashboard, its soft round shape wedged against the base of the windshield as it stared back at him—

“Oh, God…” Logan backed away from the car and fell to his knees in the middle of the road, one on either side of the white-dashed line dividing the long stretch of asphalt. Eyes squeezed shut, Logan’s chin dropped to his chest. “I hate this,” he said softly, on the verge of tears. “I hate this… I hate it…”

A flutter of ghostly white before him, then Liana’s hands on his shoulders. “It’s not your fault, Logan.”

He whispered his line by rote, “I know.”

“I mean it,” Liana said forcefully.

He looked up into her dark brown eyes. If he found no forgiveness in her gaze, it was only because he never found any blame there. “Li…” His voice trembled. “It’s bad this time. Really bad.” She nodded. “And this…” He nodded toward the Mustang. “It’s just the beginning.”

“You brought us here for a reason, Logan,” Liana said. “To stop it before it gets worse.”

Comforting words. But Logan had heard them before. And they were insufficient counterweight to the dreadful premonitions whispered into his subconscious by his gift—his curse. Worse, he sensed the Walkers would find no quick fix for this latest rift. The enemy would be formidable, the worst they had ever encountered. And many people would die.

Liana was right. Logan had brought them here, in his thankless role as the Walker harbinger of doom. And this time the message was literal.

Pure hell had come to Hadenford, New Jersey.


Chapter 2

Of all the rooms in the latest Walker house, the kitchen looked the most lived in. With every move, boxes for the common areas received top priority. Liana took charge of the kitchen, while Ambrose spent the early days after a move setting up the computer network. The others, Logan included, tended to pitch in where needed, unpacking their personal belongings when time allowed. Lately, the moves had become more frequent. Not a good sign. Living out of a series of boxes had become a way of life, which was one reason Logan enjoyed the kitchen. Though it was two o’clock in the morning, sitting in the kitchen with the others granted Logan the illusion that he was part of a normal family… until he tuned in the content of their conversations. Nothing normal there, by any stretch of the imagination.

“You notified the police?” Ambrose Walker asked as he filled three of four mugs from a freshly brewed pot of coffee. Liana had requested herbal tea and the kettle had yet to whistle its readiness. Ambrose wore a plaid bathrobe over flannel pajamas and shuffled across the tile floor in worn bedroom slippers.

 “Anonymous call from a pay phone,” Barrett replied from his position leaning against the kitchen doorjamb, arms across his chest. He glanced down skeptically at the mug of black, unsweetened coffee Ambrose offered him, until the old man assured him it was decaf.

Ambrose placed a mug in front of Logan, then returned to the stove for his own, which he set beside the stack of newspapers he’d been skimming when the trio returned to the house. Logan noticed the abundance of liver spots on the old man’s hands, as well as the slight trembling. More from fatigue than fear, Logan guessed, but the trembling might also be symptomatic of some undiagnosed illness. Ambrose had discontinued regular medical checkups long before Logan was born. At his advanced age, he’d begun to think of himself as ultimately indestructible.

“And you left no evidence of your presence behind?”

“None of us touched the car,” Barrett said. “The road was deserted. I doubt anyone saw us. But…”

“But what?”

“I can’t help thinking…”

The tea kettle began to whistle.

Liana patted Ambrose’s shoulder as she stepped past him. “Please sit still and rest,” she said. “I’ll make my own tea.”

“I’m not completely decrepit, you know,” he said, running a hand through his rumpled nest of gray hair. His bushy eyebrows gathered together to form a dramatic frown, belied by the gleam of amusement in his eyes.

“Of course you aren’t,” Liana said. “And neither am I. I’ll get this.”

“If you insist, my dear,” Ambrose said. He took his seat at the oak table and, after emptying three sugar packets in his coffee and stirring, took a tentative sip, pursed his lips and nodded. “Go on, Barrett.”

“It’s possible we could have found some valuable piece of evidence inside the car…” Barrett glanced at Liana and Logan with a hint of accusation. Abandoning the car untouched had been their call.

Logan spun the black and white lazy Susan and snatched sugar and creamer packets from the sectional containers to prepare his coffee. He all but ignored Barrett. Liana made her tea and returned to the table, also choosing not to defend the decision.

“Best to be careful at this early stage, Barrett,” Ambrose explained, scratching the patchy stubble on his jaw. He often forgot to shave until someone joked about his unkempt appearance. He looked old enough to be Logan’s grandfather, but he was older than that. Much older. Whenever Logan tried to pin down Ambrose’s exact age, the old man always managed to deflect the question. No matter how old Ambrose was, his mind was still sharp, at least when focused on a problem. At other times, his forgetfulness was legendary. Ambrose, however, did not consider those lapses cause for concern. “As long as I recall what’s important,” he often said. “I’ll tolerate no complaints about my poor memory.”

“Early stage?”

Ambrose placed a hand on the mound of newspapers. “I’ve been reading up on Hadenford and I’ve found no evidence of unnatural activity. I am inclined to believe Logan brought us here in time to witness the first breach.” Ambrose directed an approving gaze at Logan.

“Right,” Logan said dejectedly. “Witness.”

“Observation is crucial, Logan,” Ambrose said. “It helps dictate our response.” Logan gave a perfunctory nod. “Now you’re sure this was a rift appearance and not a full crossing?”

Logan stifled a yawn. It had been a long day, after a long week. “I don’t think anything crossed.”

Barrett jumped on Logan’s indecisiveness. “So you can’t be sure?”

Logan refused to take the bait. He sipped his coffee as if hoping for a kick from the decaffeinated brew. “If something crossed, it took off like a bat out of hell.”

“Whatever killed those people,” Liana said, “was much larger than a bat.”

“And based upon your description of the scene,” Ambrose said, “its methods are certainly thorough.”

“Maybe there’s a reference in the journals,” Liana suggested.

“Possibly,” Ambrose said. “But I’ve read each of them numerous times…” He shook his head. “I would have remembered something as brutal as what you describe.”

Debatable, Logan thought. One could never be sure where the gaps in Ambrose’s memory might manifest. If years—or decades—had passed since Ambrose read a journal entry about an incident similar to tonight’s attack, Logan doubted the old man would recall the details now; the information would have seemed, if not unimportant at the time, certainly unworthy of retention.

One of Ambrose’s long term projects was to scan the old Walker journals into one master database, allowing keyword searches in various categories, including manifestations, methods, and vulnerabilities. Unfortunately, the bulk of those journals were in longhand, many in foreign languages, and a few in forgotten languages. Converting the mass of journals into online content required a prodigious, multi-pronged effort. For now, they had to muddle through the old-fashioned way.

“Logan, you noticed a shadow pass over the car?”

“I thought it was a shadow at the time. Obviously I was wrong.”

“Describe what you saw.”

“The car seemed black for a moment. Right afterward, the driver lost control. The rift must have passed through the interior of the car.”

“But you were unaffected,” Ambrose said, scratching his jaw again. “So the rift is mobile. And a black rift at that.”

“It was fleeting,” Liana said. “I barely noticed it.”

“Fleeting, maybe,” Barrett said, “but it lasted long enough to pulp two human bodies.”

“We should be thankful nothing crossed.”

Barrett disagreed. “If something had crossed, I could have done something, taken it out, put an end to this.” He looked down at his clenched fist. “Now we have no idea when or where it will strike next.”

“Don’t be so sure, Barrett,” Ambrose said with a knowing grin. “You forget we have Logan on our side. It is quite possible we will know.” He stood up, shoved his hands into the pockets of his bathrobe and gave them a nod. “And when that time comes, we must be prepared—and well rested. I strongly suggest you all get some sleep.”

Liana started to collect the mugs, but Ambrose caught her forearm. “I’d like a word with Logan.”

With an understanding nod, Liana gave him a peck on his stubbly cheek and left the kitchen. Barrett shrugged and followed her through the dining room to the stairs. Logan avoided the old man’s gaze as they rinsed out mugs and stacked them in the dishwasher. “Barrett is certainly eager,” Ambrose commented.

“He’s never faced anything like this.”

Ambrose raised both bushy eyebrows. “And you have?”

Logan laughed dryly. “Maybe not, but I sense what’s coming.”

“We will defeat this, Logan.”

“Is that your whole pep talk?”

“I’m old,” Ambrose said, chuckling. “Why waste words?”

“You really believe we’ll beat this… whatever it is?”

“What choice do we have but to believe? The alternative is hopelessness. I choose not to live without hope.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Logan said. “The not living part.”

“Semper spes est,” Ambrose said in Latin. “Anima spes est.”
There is always hope. Life is hope. Ambrose frowned. “Caution is warranted, certainly,” he added. “But we must stand against this. Is that not who we are?”

“And how sane is that? There are hardly any Walkers left.” Logan hadn’t seen his mother in over a year. And to this day, nobody could tell him the fate of his father. Uncles, aunts, cousins… their numbers continued to dwindle. They fought a war of attrition, with no allies. Ambrose often said, “The less the outside world knows about us, the more successful we are.” But who would remember the Walkers when they were all gone? It was damn hard not to live with hopelessness.

“Facimus quem nobis faciendum est,” Ambrose said. We do what we must.

Another familiar refrain. Logan’s childhood response was always, “Why?” To which, Ambrose would shrug and say, “Quod nemo alius est.”  After a moment, when Logan refused to take the bait, Ambrose asked, “And why is that, Logan?”

“Because there is no one else.” 

“Good,” Ambrose said, grinning. “You learn. But, next time, let’s keep it in Latin, okay?” Logan smiled, nodded. “Now, accompany me upstairs.”

Logan followed him up to the bedroom designated as the Walker war room. In the dark, lights glowing red, green or amber delineated the silhouettes of the row of humming computer towers. Network activity lights flickered like an electronic pulse. The shadows vanished as Ambrose flicked on the overhead lights.

On the far wall, taped to a freestanding cork bulletin board that blocked the double windows, was a large map of the Hadenford area. The wall opposite the phalanx of computers accommodated bookshelves bursting with Walker journals and other ancient reference tomes. Fifteen feet of room-space spanned the centuries, symbolically bridging the gap between past and future. Logan figured he and the old man fulfilled similar roles within the Walker family. “Where are the rest of the books?”

“Downstairs,” Ambrose said. “In my office-cum-library. Still in boxes. And more yet in the basement. The most important books are here, though, ready for us.” Deciding which books were most important was a judgment call and bit of a guessing game. More often than not, the books in the war room simply were those that had been most useful in the last several decades, or centuries.

Ambrose walked over to the large map, plucked a red pushpin from a section of uncovered corkboard, and handed it to Logan. “Place this where the rift manifested.”

Logan turned his attention to the map, tracing the Hadenford streets with his index finger, closing in on the location where the white Mustang had seemed to blink black. “If you want to boost my morale,” he said, “you could start by telling me what’s happened to the rest of the Walkers.” Logan found the spot and shoved the pin through the map, seating the point into the cork behind it: the first Hadenford incident.

Ambrose frowned. “I doubt that information would boost your morale.”

“Humor me.”

Ambrose sighed. “What has happened to them, you ask? Many things.”

“Such as?”

“Many choose not to have children,” Ambrose said. “Naturally, our numbers decrease.”

“When I was young, I remember lots of relatives,” Logan said. “That wasn’t all that long ago, especially for… someone of your advanced age.”

“No,” Ambrose said. “You are right. But remember this, what matters most is how we live our lives, not how they end. Or when.”

“In other words, Walkers tend to die young.”

“What we do is important, Logan. Always remember that. And remember that there are other Walkers… out there, ready to join us should the need arise. Barrett came to us from California. There are more like him who will come.”

“But so many are gone.”

“Some—your mother, for instance—we have lost but may find again. Outsiders we have yet to find, or they us. The family is widespread, always changing.”

“Except for you.”

“Apparently, I am the exception that proves the rule. But the world will not easily be rid of the Walker line. This, you will see. Tomorrow I’ll send out a call to bring in our reserves.”

They stood in silence for a while, staring at the map, as if the answers to their problems might suddenly appear. But one pushpin hardly made a pattern. At this point, they were clueless.

“What’s it mean?” Logan asked at last. “A black rift?”

“Night, perhaps,” Ambrose said. “Maybe nothing more than night.”

“We both know it’s not that simple.”

The old man ran a hand through his unkempt hair. Logan thought Ambrose had never seemed so old before. “I suspect not, Logan. As always, you see the truth of these events. We face a great… challenge. Yes?”

“Challenge?” Logan said with a grim smile. “Interesting euphemism for waking nightmare.”

Ambrose patted Logan’s shoulder. “Get some sleep, Logan. You must rest for the first day in your new school.”

“How rested will I be after several hours of heart-stopping nightmares?”

“Even your nightmares are valuable to us.”

“That’s comforting,” Logan said. Good to know my gradual descent into insanity serves the greater good.

“Goodnight, Logan.”

“Goodnight.”

Ambrose repeated his Latin pep talk. “Semper spes est.”

There is always hope.

Logan wished he could believe that.

After a pit stop in the hall bathroom, Logan retired to his bedroom and slipped between the unpacked boxes standing sentinel duty around his bed. He stripped down to his underwear and flopped down on top of the blankets, forearm draped across his eyes as if to ward off the coming visions. Not that it would help. Nothing ever helped.

Across the U-shaped hallway, he heard Barrett in the gym, grunting as he pounded the heavy bag with fists and feet. Barrett had to exercise to unwind, releasing all that coiled energy before surrendering to sleep. Logan felt drained by the anxiety of his premonitions. Barrett longed to strike the first blow in this new war, but for Logan the battle had already begun.

Exhausted, he slipped down into the familiar, screaming darkness.


Chapter 3

Liana bypassed her second floor bedroom and climbed the stairs to the third floor, a converted attic that served as Thalia’s studio. Her older sister spent most of time, day and night, on the third floor, sitting at her easel with pencil or paintbrush, depending on her mood, alone in the muted light cast by fringed lampshades. She never tired of her studio and only came down at Liana’s insistence.

When Thalia hummed a broken, haunting melody, it seemed that she was almost at peace with her life. Other times she would talk to herself, a confused, rambling, solitary discourse for extended periods, sometimes punctuated by fits of glossolalia. On rare occasions, her apparent non sequiturs held meanings which, though not immediately clear to the Walkers, eventually proved prophetic in nature. But she also suffered bouts of agitation, and these episodes usually coincided with violent rift activity. And that was how Liana found her, in the early morning hours after the first Hadenford incident.

Wearing her paint-spattered smock over her floral blouse and white wraparound skirt, Thalia stood before her sketchpad, uttering a repeated sound, an uncomfortable sound of apparent emotional distress, “Uh—uh—uh…”

Liana hurried to her older sister. “Thalia? What’s wrong?”

Thalia had attempted to pull her long blond hair back with a ribbon, but loose strands fell in front of her face, obscuring her hazel eyes.  With a pencil gripped in her white-knuckled left hand, she was making forceful vertical strokes on the sketchpad. Liana caught her hand, but Thalia continued to stare at the drawing. “Dead. Dead. Dead.”

Liana looked at the drawing. Trees, a forest of trees like elongated skeletons, bare limbs terminating in clawed arboreal hands. At the bottom of the page, she’d drawn the boxy shape of a car crumpled against the base of a tree, bracketed by two stretched human faces, contorted in agony, reminiscent of Edvard Munch’s The Scream. Thalia had made slash marks through both faces with her pencil, gouging furrows in the heavy bond paper. “Thalia… did you see this?”

“See? See?” Thalia shook her head. “Nooooo!” The sound was a pitiful howl. “Darkness. It’s the Dark again. Blood. And darkness.”

“It’s over now, Thalia.” Liana assured her. “It’s all over.”

“No—no—no!” Violent head-shaking. “It’s just beginning.”

Liana pried the pencil from Thalia’s fingers and placed it on the easel’s narrow shelf. She held her sister tight and whispered in her ear. “It’s okay now, Thalia. Let’s go to bed.”

“There’s more,” she said. Her body was rigid. “More. Always more.”

“We’ll take care of it tomorrow,” Liana said. “Enough for today. Okay?”

Thalia nodded, but tears streamed down her face. Liana wrapped an arm around her sister’s shoulder and guided her to the narrow staircase. In the bedroom they shared, Liana helped her undress, then slipped Thalia’s white nightgown over her head and led her to her bed. Thalia stared at the ceiling while Liana changed into her nightclothes.

Moments after Liana turned off the bedside lamp, she wasn’t surprised to hear Thalia climb out of her bed and join Liana. Thalia draped an arm around Liana’s neck and whispered in her ear. “I still hear them screaming.”

Liana felt a lump in her throat. She stroked her sister’s hair.

“Make them stop,” Thalia whispered. “Please? Sing ‘little star.’”

Liana took a deep, tremulous breath and sang softly, “Twinkle, twinkle, little star…”


Chapter 4

Laramie, Wyoming

In darkness, Gideon Walker sat in a kitchen chair in his rancher, a tumbler half filled with scotch held in his hand, staring through the bay window into the night. Although he had excellent night vision, his gaze was unfocused at the moment, his attention turned inward. He’d made a life for himself here, far from all of them—he even owned a small construction business—but he still experienced days that made him feel as if he’d never left. Premonitions that all was not right in the world. Reminders that he’d once had a part to play in righting the wrongs, a role he’d abandoned when he realized the cost was too high and that he was no longer good enough. Being born to a job didn’t exclude the possibility of resigning. Free will, choices, all of it, told him to move on. He’d served his time, paid his price. He had nothing more to offer.

His left hand rose to that side of his face, almost touching the furrowed scars that flowed from his forehead down to his neck… almost. No need for physical contact. He’d memorized every twisted runnel. For a moment, his fingers paused over the black cloth patch and the useless socket it concealed. The facial scars, while unpleasant, were basically superficial, but the missing eye was a real deficit. No amount of pride or self-esteem could overcome that loss. It had changed the shape and course of his life.

Let others pick up the gauntlet, rush into the fray.

He whispered into the darkness, his voice a grim rasp. “I did my time.”

Nevertheless, he’d felt the old stirrings today. Something was coming. Something big. He’d cut himself off, but would never be completely free. Not without some radical form of gene therapy, a complete revision of his doomed DNA. The family had a young douser, somebody who sensed the trouble ahead. In contrast, Gideon sensed the aftershocks. Not a very useful talent by any stretch, but one likely to give him nightmares or toss his stomach.

Can’t live with them, he thought in resignation, can’t live away from them.

He leaned back in his chair and reached for the phone—a moment before it rang—an anticipatory response he’d stopped questioning a long time ago. It was part of the phenomenal reflexes ability he shared with his brother, Barrett. Instead of a greeting, Gideon said, “How did you get this number, old man?”

“I don’t know,” the familiar, amusingly befuddled voice said. “Just came to me, I imagine. Were you expecting my call?”

“Had a feeling,” Gideon said and stood. Never comfortable talking on the phone while sitting. Nervously, his free hand spread the stack of newspapers across the round oak kitchen table. He’d folded each paper to the story of a missing or murdered child. Authorities had recovered three bodies, hideously mutilated. Two children were still missing. Gideon knew it was only a matter of time before they found the bodies. “Been one of those days.”

“Quite,” Ambrose Walker said. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re awake.”

“I recall asking you not to call me.” 

“Right,” Ambrose said and cleared his throat. “So you did. Ah, but desperate times call for long distance measures.”

“It’s a big family, old man,” Gideon said. “Flip to the next card in your mental Rolodex.”

Ambrose sighed. “Gideon, we have lost so many…”

“I’m not lost,” Gideon said. “I have a new home.”  He glanced around his Spartan surroundings. Utilitarian was the word for it. No plants, living or artificial. No framed photos or paintings adorned the walls. It was a house but not a home. A rest stop for the determined recluse, a way-station for the psychically weary. The only comfort of his Laramie home was distance, but looking down at the spread of newspapers, he had to admit that distance was relative. “I have a life here.”

“So you do,” Ambrose said. “And I sincerely hope you continue to enjoy that life, Gideon. Please pardon my interruption.”

With a soft click of disconnection, the conversation ended.

Gently, Gideon lowered the cordless handset into the receiver, thinking of the unasked questions that had been swirling around his mind. “How’s Barrett?” They hadn’t spoken in months.  “What’s the nature of the desperate situation?” “Have you called anyone else for help?” And, more importantly, “What happened today, Ambrose? What happened thousands of miles from here that made me want to vomit?”


Gideon’s pride had muted those questions. He’d slipped into his defensive mechanisms, justifying his new life and his abandonment of the family. Ambrose’s soft words still rang in his ears. “I sincerely hope you continue to enjoy that life”

One idea his father had drummed into Gideon during his training as a Walker child, an expression, came to mind, “far-reaching consequences.”

Gideon whispered into the night, “How bad is it, Ambrose?”

As he sipped his scotch, his hand trembled.

“Never mind,” he said. “Don’t want to know. Don’t care.”

Gideon looked down at the scattered newspaper articles and scanned the statements by the police and members of the task force. No suspects. FBI pursuing leads. One comment seemed to jump out at him. Two words. “Inhuman atrocities.”

“God help me,” Gideon said as he slumped into his chair. “I don’t want to care anymore.”


Chapter 5

Hadenford, New Jersey

 “‘Better to reign in hell than to serve in heaven.’ What do you suppose Milton meant by that? Let’s hear from our new student, Logan Walker?”

“Um…”

“Stand, please, Mr. Walker.”

With a sigh, Logan pushed back his chair and stood. Everyone in the class was looking at him, half of them smirking, waiting for the new kid to make an ass of himself. “I… uh…”

“We’re studying Paradise Lost, Logan.” She stared at him over her reading glasses, which were one brisk nod away from tumbling off her pinched nose. “If that helps.”

Scattered laughter. Logan felt his face turning red, which explained the brief nausea he’d experienced over his frozen waffle breakfast. In hindsight, he should have ditched school.

“‘Better to reign in hell…’” Mrs. Claridge prompted. “What was Milton telling us?”

Logan nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a sympathetic face. Two rows over. Attractive girl, striking face, sheaf of black hair, jade green eyes. Something about her… he was breathless, a little weak in the knees, and not simply because of his pending embarrassment. He looked her way and their eyes met. She gave a slight nod, meant only for him and somehow that broke through his incipient panic. He faced Mrs. Claridge again and said the first thing that came to his mind. “Milton obviously never spent any time in hell.”

More laughter, this time with him, not at him. Big difference. Logan felt the tension ease across his chest. Mrs. Claridge, however, was frowning at him. “And I suppose you have spent some time in hell, Mr. Walker?”

“No…” Logan said. But I know some people who have.

“Perhaps you’d like to spend some time in the principal’s office instead?”

“I—don’t think that’s necessary, Mrs. Claridge.”

“Then sit down,” she said. “Let’s hope your next opportunity to dazzle us results in a display of erudition rather than ignorance.”



Logan slammed his locker shut on his battered English Lit textbook.

“Ouch! Poor locker.”

Startled, Logan looked to his right and there she was, not three feet away from him, wearing a black top with a floral design in silver thread, over green cargo pants, her elbow and hip leaning against the row of lockers. “Hey,” Logan said, finding himself a bit mesmerized by her jade green eyes.

“Tough being the new guy?”

“Tougher on the lockers, I guess.”

She chuckled, a light airy sound. “In case you were wondering, Mrs. Claridge does indeed have a stick up her ass.” Logan grinned. “If you believe the rumors, it’s actually a broomstick. And that’s where she parks it when she isn’t flying over town in her pointy black hat, cackling at the moon.”

Logan laughed. “I’ll remember that next time she’s deep frying my ego in her cauldron.”

“There you go,” she said with a smile and a wink. She straightened, clutching textbooks and spiral-bound notebooks to her chest. “Well, I’d better run before I’m late to government. Mr. Dinsmore is no party himself.”

“Wait,” Logan said. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Didn’t throw it.” She spun on one heel and strolled away from him down the crowded hall with an exaggerated sway to her hips.

Logan ran after her, noticed her smile as he caught up to her, and decided to press his luck. “C’mon,” he said. “You already know my name.”

“Only because you were singled out for ridicule by the big C,” she said, giving him a playful rib poke with her elbow. “I prefer flying under the radar.”

“Then you shouldn’t scribble your name on your notebook… Fallon.”

She glanced down at the doodled notebook in question and frowned. “Ah, but that could be my girlfriend’s name?”

“Is it?” Logan asked with a frown of his own. “I mean, are you a…?”

“No, I’m not,” she said. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that—right? And yes, it is. My name, that is. My secret’s out, but I have plenty more.”

“Names?” Logan asked. “Or secrets?”

“Yes,” she said and stopped outside a classroom. She gave a nod toward the number above the door. “This is my stop.”

“Oh,” Logan said. “So… Fallon, I’ll see you around?”

She smiled, brushing a stand of black hair away from her face and tucking it behind her right ear before responding. “I’m sure you will,” she said. “Unless you walk around with your eyes closed.”

“Not usually.”

“Don’t you have somewhere to be…?”

“Oh, yeah, right,” Logan said, flipping through a pile of papers he’d stuffed into his five-subject notebook. “Physics or calculus or something. I’m sure I’ll hate it.”

“After Claridge, you should be able to handle anything,” Fallon said. “Bye, now.”

“Sure,” Logan said, backing away until he bumped into somebody and made a quick apology. “Well, see you… uh, I’ll be looking for… Yeah, I’d better go.”

She laughed. “Yes.”

Logan waited until she turned away and entered the classroom before digging out his forgotten schedule. Whatever class he had next, he wasn’t looking forward to it. He had a feeling his attention would remain focused on Fallon for quite some time. Something about her intrigued him. Sure, she was attractive and she put him at ease, even while rattling his cage and tying his tongue in knots, but… there was more to it than that. Definitely more.


Chapter 6

Fallon took her usual seat in the back right corner of Dinsmore’s class. No assigned seats but most students ended up in the same spots regardless. The class bell had rung and Dinsmore, who Fallon suspected was a closet anarchist, was late as usual. Tuning out the low buzz of conversation in the crowded classroom, Fallon tapped her ballpoint pen against the cover of her government notebook. Thinking back on Logan’s discomfiture, she had to smile with a bit of satisfaction. Nice to know she could keep a guy off balance when she set her mind to it. Yet there had been something more to their encounter, something tugging at her subconscious.

“Well…?” Sadie Bennett said from her usual unassigned seat at Fallon’s left. Sadie was a cheerful and mischievous redhead with a pixie haircut, pale blue eyes verging on gray and a perky, up-tilted nose that was a sweet sixteen birthday present from her father, post-divorce naturally. “Who was he?”

“What? Who?”

“Cute guy in the hall,” Sadie prompted. “Deer-in-the-headlights vibe.”

“Oh…”

“Right,” Sadie said. “But is he an ‘oh, no’ or an ‘oh, my’?”

“Oh—maybe,” Fallon said, shrugging noncommittally. “New blood. Transfer student.”

“Want my advice?” Sadie asked but didn’t wait for a reply. “Play out the line, let him tire himself out, then reel him in.”

Fallon sighed. While there was no arguing with Sadie’s overactive libido, Fallon couldn’t resist the challenge. “Who says I’m fishing?”

“Oh, you’re fishing, girl,” Sadie said. “I recognize the dreamy look in your eyes.”

Something clicked. “Thanks, Sadie.”

“For what?”

“Never mind,” Fallon muttered. She shuffled through her notebooks until she found the one with the doodle-ridden cover, her dream journal. Flipping through the pages of dated descriptions and sketches, she almost passed a page featuring a smudged pencil portrait. Though her finest artwork might never grace a museum exhibit, she could capture a likeness now and then when she set herself to the task. Her memory of the dream had faded, but a single image had remained. Her breath caught in her throat. There was no mistaking the face looking up at her from the page. “Logan.”

“Whoa,” Sadie said, after taking a peek over Fallon’s forearm. “Freaky.”

Fallon jumped at the sound of Dinsmore dropping his battered briefcase on his desk. “Good afternoon, citizens!” he declared in his booming voice, eliciting a dozen mumbled replies.

Fallon closed her dream journal and opened her government notebook again, flipping to the next blank page. As Dinsmore began to scrawl notes on the blackboard in his trademark chicken scratch, Fallon glanced down at the ballpoint pen clutched in her white-knuckled grip and couldn’t stop her hand from trembling.

“What was that notebook?” Sadie asked, her voice a taut whisper.

“Dream journal.”

“You said he was new, so how could you…?”

Fallon shook her head. “I don’t know.”

A half-truth, at best. She’d had similar experiences dating back to junior high. But nothing so… blatant. Though she still worried that she would end up like her mother, the dream journal had been an attempt to codify her dream experiences, to gain a measure of control over coincidences that frightened her, to cling to her rational side and preserve her sanity. Now she felt her hold slipping, her mental balance teetering at the edge of an abyss.

She whispered to herself, “Who are you, Logan Walker?”

Excellent question, but did she really want to know the answer?


Chapter 7

Heaving a prolonged sigh of relief at the school day’s end, Logan passed through Hadenford Regional High School’s front entrance and descended the wide, staggered concrete steps with his backpack slung over one shoulder. With the heavy glass doors flung open, the school seemed to expel the jostling mass of students, as if no longer able to contain the pressure they had created, an idea seemingly supported by the extensive network of spider web cracks eroding the stairs.

Logan managed to slip free of the mass exodus with a series of judiciously timed sidesteps. All he wanted was a few moments to absorb the welcome afternoon sunshine before climbing on the crowded bus for the long ride home.

“Care to explain this?”

The voice was familiar, but Logan needed a moment to locate her, perched on the low concrete wall to his right. As soon as she had his attention, she tossed a notebook at him. Not a notebook, he discovered, more like a sketch pad or an unlined journal. He looked at the open page and frowned. “I’m… flattered.”

“Don’t be,” Fallon said. She hopped down beside him and brushed off the seat of her cargo pants. “It’s not you.”

“Too bad,” he said with a slight nod, “it’s a good likeness.”

“I met you today, Logan,” she said before jabbing the page with her index finger. “I drew that portrait two weeks ago.”

Logan sighed before continuing down the steps. He shook his head. “Should have seen this coming.”

She caught his arm, confused. “Excuse me?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“How could you know about this?”

“I didn’t,” he admitted. “Well, not specifically this. Look, it’s a long story and my bus is about to leave. Can we talk about this some other—?”

She was shaking her head. “Let’s take the long way home.”

“What are you talking about? I live—”

“Three, maybe four miles away max, right?”

“About—”

“You’re young. No infirmities?”

“No…”

“Good,” she said with a vigorous nod. “So, healthy walk. Long story. No sweat.”

Suddenly the prospect of a crowded, noisy bus seemed downright enticing to Logan. As the bus driver pushed the lever to close the folding door, Logan sighed and turned to Fallon. “Okay, we’ll walk.”

“That’s the spirit,” Fallon said. “Let’s go.”

She set a brisk pace, striding along the horseshoe-shaped sidewalk that wound away from the school’s entrance, harboring no doubt he would follow her. With a shrug, he sprinted to close the distance between them and fell in step beside her.

Smiling, she slipped her backpack off her shoulder and passed him the strap. “Carry this for me, won’t you?”

“Hey, this was your idea,” he reminded her. “Why should I—?”

“You said you were spry.”

“No, I—”

“It was implied,” she interrupted, flashing him a mischievous grin. “Besides, chivalry’s due for a comeback. Join the revolution.”

With each long stride, the backpacks slammed against his ribs with the bruising regularity of punches from a weary but determined boxer. Other than Logan’s occasional grunts of discomfort, silence fell between them. He was in no hurry to explain his earlier comments, and maybe Fallon, despite her initial bravado, wasn’t quite ready to hear what he had to say. Long after the fleet of yellow school buses had disappeared down the narrow streets of the neighboring developments and their gritty exhaust fumes had dissipated on the warm humid breeze, Fallon crossed her arms and glanced over at him. “It’s basic physics, you know.”

“What is?”

“Effect follows cause,” Fallon said. “Cause precedes effect. Without cause, there should be no effect. Simple physics.”

“Ah, physics,” Logan said. “Cause and effect. You’re right.”

“Of course, I’m right,” she said, but caught her lower lip between her teeth, on the verge of a frown. “So what’s wrong?”

She already has some doubts, Logan thought. That’s a beginning.

“I wouldn’t say anything is wrong… exactly.”

“How could I draw your portrait days before I ever met you? Wait—were you on the news?” He shook his head. “Damn! Then how…?”

“You won’t find metaphysical answers in your physics textbook.”

“Metaphysical, huh?” Fallon asked with a frown. After Logan gave a curt nod, she said, “Hence the walking. Now, care to enlighten me?”

“This wasn’t my idea,” Logan said. “I hardly know you.”

“And you’d rather not cut to the chase?”

“It’s… not the kind of thing you blurt out.”

Her gaze intent on Logan’s face, Fallon stumbled on the pavement where the branch of an old oak tree had ruptured and raised a slab of concrete. She flashed a grimace as she twisted her ankle, a moment before Logan caught her arm to steady her. “Thanks…” she said, her voice trailing off. “Mind if we sit for a moment?”

Stunned speechless, Logan shook his head. When he’d touched her arm, he’d felt something akin to a static shock. His heart was racing and he was having trouble getting enough air. It must be true, he thought. If he’d needed more proof, the physical contact eased the last uncertainty in his mind. No turning back now. Did she feel it? She was distracted by momentary pain, but…

Fallon lowered herself to the curb and massaged her sore ankle.

“Bad?”

“Stung for a moment, that’s all.”

“Good,” Logan said, dropping to the curb beside her. “Otherwise I’d have to carry you and the backpacks.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said with a wry grin. “If you had to carry me, I’d carry the backpacks.”

“That’s settled then,” Logan said with mock seriousness as he started to climb to his feet. “Are you familiar with the fireman’s carry?”

“Not on your life, pal!” Laughing, Fallon caught his forearm and tugged him down again. But her laughter fell away as she stared at the hand on his arm. Finally, she pulled it away, glancing at her palm as if she expected to find something there. “That was weird?”

“You felt it too?”

“Like I was… falling into you,” Fallon said, her voice laced with wonder. “Falling… through you.”

“Hmm.” He’d had a similar reaction with the longer contact, a sensation that the ground had swayed and dipped under him.

She stared at his face as if seeing—or sensing—something beneath the surface. “It wasn’t… awful.”

Logan grinned. “No. Not at all.”

“Makes me wonder, though…”

“What?”

“No,” she said with a vigorous headshake. “You’ll think it’s silly.”

“I won’t.”

“I’d be embarrassed to say…” She worried her lower lip in a moment of indecision. “No. No, it’s crazy.” She laughed. “Extremely weird impulse.”

Logan shrugged. “If you say so.”

“Unless… tell me what it means first.”

“First?”

“Before I say—do anything—totally embarrassing.”

“It’s a sign, I guess,” Logan said. “Confirmation. That your sketch wasn’t a coincidence. That my attrac—that I was right about you.” Logan felt the heat rising to his cheeks and looked away from her, clearing his throat to cover his slip of the tongue.

“Attraction,” Fallon said. “Ah! You’re attracted to me.”

“It’s—uh—I mean, well—”

Fallon caught his chin and turned his face back to hers, through a slow blink as if riding out the momentary sensation of falling. “Admit it.”

“Naturally you’re—I mean, obviously, I’m—but that’s not what I meant… exactly.”

“Glad there’s enough embarrassment to go around.”

“No, you never said—”

“Earlier,” Fallon interrupted. “When I had that… sensation, I was wondering what it would feel like…to kiss you.”

“Ah,” Logan said and cleared his throat again. “That’s a natural, um, consequence of the…”

“Would you mind if…?”

“No,” Logan said quickly. “Of course not. It’s—”

“Shh,” she whispered as she leaned in and placed her lips tentatively against his. The kiss might have lasted moments or hours. Logan couldn’t be sure. When it was over the sun seemed to hold the same position in the sky. But during the kiss, the ground had dropped away from him, spiraling away in a sudden and prolonged rush of tingling warmth. This time he’d closed his eyes against the feeling of weightlessness, but that only made it worse. At some point, he’d draped his hand on her hip, and she’d placed her palm against the nape of his neck. His eyes blinked open at her startled gasp. “Wow!”

“Yeah,” Logan said. “Exactly what I was thinking.”

“Did you know that would happen?”

“Thought it might, if we…”

“And that was just a harmless little peck.”

“More than a peck.”

“True…” Fallon arched her eyebrow. “Jeez, can you imagine what would happen if we ever…” Now it was her turn to flush red. “Not that I’m saying we should hop in…”

“No.”

“Still…aren’t you the least bit curious?”

Logan grinned. “I’m always curious.”

She quirked an eyebrow at him. “You have these… sparks a lot, do you?”

“Oh, no,” he said. “It’s rare. Very, very rare. It’s only because you’re special—”

“Ha!”

“I’m serious,” Logan said. “When this happens… trust me, it’s rare.”

“Like the dream portrait?”

“Yes,” Logan said. “Do you remember the circumstances?”

“I saw that face—your face—in a dream. That sketch pad is my dream journal.”

“An altered state of consciousness,” Logan said. “Makes sense.”

“To you, maybe,” Fallon said. “Help me up.” Logan braced her arm as she stood and tested her ankle. “Okay, I think I can walk on it. Let’s go.”

They walked in silence along the sun-dappled sidewalk. Several times Fallon seemed about to speak but held her tongue. Logan wanted to give her time to adjust to the idea that what she had done, what they had experienced together, was something beyond what passed for normal. Finally, instead of speaking, she laughed and shook her head.

“What?”

“I have this… goofy urge to hold your hand,” she said. “Crazy, right?”

“Crazier than kissing me?”

“Well, I hardly know you.”

“And yet with the kissing.”

“That was different,” she said. “That was a moment. But holding hands?” She shook her head incredulously. “I mean, you’re not my boyfriend or anything.”

“No,” Logan said. “Think maybe you’re stalling?”

Fallon sighed. “Probably. But that doesn’t mean the urge isn’t real.”

“Our kiss notwithstanding,” Logan said. “I don’t really know your comfort level with…”

“With what?”

“The unknown,” Logan said. “The boundaries beyond which science can’t or won’t explore, beyond what is generally known or understood.”

“I catch an occasional episode of The X-Files in syndication,” Fallon said with a half-hearted grin. “That count?”

“Would you say you have an open mind?”

“Mostly,” Fallon said. “Are you trying to tell me that my drawing that dream portrait was some kind of psychic experience?”

“Precognition. Prescient dreaming,” Logan said. “Clairvoyance.”

“And you don’t think that’s crazy?”

Logan was surprised by the question. “No. Why would I?”

“Most people would,” Fallon said quickly, almost defensively. “Aren’t all those psychics, palm readers and fortune tellers a bunch of frauds?”

Logan smiled. “I think most of them are in the business of telling people what they want to hear.”

“For a fee.”

“They provide a service.”

Fallon stopped walking, turned to him, started to reach for his arm, then simply pointed at him with an accusatory finger. “Wait a minute,” she said. “You said you thought something like this would happen—had happened! Correct?”

“Close enough.”

“So you’re a psychic too?”

“Not in the classic sense,” Logan said. “I occasionally get… vibes. Bad vibes. Nausea-inducing, nightmare-producing vibes.”

“Oh,” Fallon said, frowning. “Kinda hard to find a compliment in there.”

“What?”

“You just said I make you sick.”

“No,” Logan said. “That’s not what I meant. My… dominant talent is the vibe thing. I have another talent. Underdeveloped… sort of the flip side.”

“Good vibrations?” she asked with a wry smile.

“I wish,” Logan said. “Oops! Sorry. That came out wrong. What I meant was, I have the ability to locate others with special abilities.”

As Fallon mulled this over, they started walking again. “That’s what you meant by special. And here I thought you were intrigued by my feminine charms.”

“Never said I wasn’t,” Logan replied quickly, smiling. “I sensed you before we came to this town.”

“Do you keep a dream journal too?”

“Not how it works for me,” Logan said. “I sensed you in a general way. Then, in Claridge’s class, when I looked at you, it clicked into place, like the tumblers in a combination lock.”

“Your ability,” Fallon said. “Does it have a name?”

“My great-grandfather calls me a douser.”

“Like using a divining rod to find underground water?”

“Yes,” Logan said. “But my talent operates on a different… frequency than water. I sense spikes in the psychic ether.”

“Quite a coincidence,” Fallon said. “Your family moving here and you sensing me, meeting me, while I had, um, dreamed about you.”

“The Walkers don’t believe in coincidence,” Logan said.

“What are you saying?”

“I brought my family here,” Logan said. “It’s what I do… it’s why I’m always the new guy.”

“You brought your family here, to Hadenford, just because of little old me?” Fallon asked, pressing her index finger against the center of her collarbone. “Decent pick-up line. Suppose I should be flattered.”

Logan flashed a wry grin. “You were a bonus,” he said. “The real reason I brought my family here was because of…”

“The bad vibes?” she asked. Logan nodded. “You think something bad is going to happen in Hadenford?”

“It’s already started.”

“Then why are you here? I mean, jeez, if you knew in advance something awful was about to happen here, why come at all?”

“We came to stop it.”


Chapter 8

Barrett’s cure for impatience was to exhaust himself through physical training. He’d set up four free-standing heavy bag platforms, cycling through various configurations, taking care each time to lock the wheeled bases before pounding the bags with combination blows from his bare fists and feet. Despite the intense physical effort, his mind began to drift…

After Gideon’s disfigurement—and abrupt retirement—Barrett had joined the branch of the family in Hadenford for a fresh start, a chance to redeem himself. And last night had felt like a missed opportunity. Proving himself in battle seemed to Barrett to be the only way to show he was not at fault for Gideon’s maiming.

It had been just the two of them in San Diego, sharing a small apartment. Two brothers, all that remained of their family unit, Gideon the elder by five years, and a survivor of several rift battles. Barrett had admired Gideon, had wanted to emulate him, but he’d missed his chance in San Diego. And lost Gideon as a result.

He waited, hoping Gideon would reconsider, but refused to pressure him. Eventually, he gave up hope that Gideon would ever return. And without Gideon, nothing remained for Barrett in San Diego. That could have been an ending…or a new beginning. But Barrett refused to abandon the family, which would amount to quitting. Eventually, he’d called Ambrose and received a heartfelt invitation to come to Hadenford.

Three thousand miles later…and for what? To watch and do nothing all over again! Failure heaped upon failure.

Barrett finished his heavy bag work with furious double-fisted club strikes—left-right, left-right, left-right—all power, no subtlety, until his fingers became numb from the vicious pounding.

After wheeling the platforms against the wall, he worked with his broadsword, weaving blurred patterns in the air first with a double-handed grip, then in a more freewheeling single-handed style, loping across the room, as if pursuing invisible foes, sword in his right hand, then his left, then back again. Equally proficient with either hand.

Unfortunately, the sword reminded him of Gideon as well. Gideon possessed the blade’s brother, a twin, both forged almost two hundred years ago from ore embedded in a meteor whose strike had been foretold by Silas, the most renowned prophet in the family.

Although he carried a blade equal to Gideon’s, Barrett learned in San Diego that his skill as a swordsman was no match for Gideon’s. When Barrett finally had his chance to prove himself, he’d frozen. True, he’d been pinned beneath hundreds of pounds of lumber in the warehouse when the rift closed, but that was the result of his own hesitation, indecision and fear of the unknown.

With a sigh, Barrett laid down his sword, as if conceding he was unworthy.

He switched to gymnastics, performing back flips and bounding off walls to improve his ability to slip out of confined spaces, followed by splits and various yoga postures for flexibility.

An hour of weightlifting concluded his training. He’d worked all his muscle groups until he ached equally everywhere.

It was the least he could do.


Chapter 9

Fallon caught Logan’s arm and began to swoon at the moment of physical contact. “Whoa,” she said breathlessly. “Does that ever stop happening?”

“You get used to it.”

“Really?”

“No,” Logan said before shrugging in a slight concession. “Maybe. About as much as you get used to static shocks.”

“Oh.” Fallon frowned. “Well, at least it’s a pleasant sensation. I mean, as opposed to static shocks.”

“Could be worse.”

“Actually, I don’t mind it a bit,” she said, grinning. “But it is distracting.”

“Sorry.”

“That’s okay,” Fallon said. “Nothing you can do to control it. Is there?”

“No. Though I haven’t had many occasions to try. As I mentioned, the phenomenon is rare.”

“But you wouldn’t mind a little experimentation, right?”

He smiled. “Who wouldn’t?”

“Moving on, then,” Fallon said. “Tell me how your family stops these bad things from happening? No—wait! First tell me what the bad things are. I mean, how bad is bad? Are we talking about car accidents? Bank robberies? Toxic waste dumping? Poodle-napping?”

“Poodle-napping?”

“God, this is too confusing.”

“Sometimes,” Logan said and winced. He took another step, then stumbled, grimacing in pain as his stomach performed the equivalent of a psychic somersault. He felt Fallon’s hand touch his shoulder and wondered if she was consciously avoiding flesh-to-flesh contact this time. “I’m… okay.”

“Not blind here, Logan. You look like hell.”

“Trust me,” he said. “Hell would be worse.”

“Would it help if you put your head between your knees?”

“Doubt it,” Logan groaned.

“Sit down, then.” After a quick nod of agreement, Logan let her guide him to the curb, where he sat with his head hanging, forearms dangling over his knees. “Do you have an ulcer?”

“Someday soon,” he mumbled.

“What?”

Before he could answer, a young woman’s voice called, “Hey, Fallon! Miss the bus?”

“Hi, Chelsea. No, we decided to walk today. Not like those buses are air conditioned.”

Logan looked up, gritting his teeth as a fresh wave of nausea assaulted him. A young woman on a hybrid bike veered toward them. Her tiger-striped bike helmet caught his attention before he realized something was wrong.

“True,” Chelsea said. “Who’s your friend?”

“—Oh, God,” Logan groaned, squeezing his eyes shut. Christ, she’s dead!

“Logan?” Fallon said. “Is it worse? What’s wrong?”

Her flesh is hanging off her face, Logan wanted to scream. I can see her fucking skull is what’s wrong! Bile surged up his throat, burning his esophagus.

Chelsea’s rubber-soled Skechers slapped down on the asphalt, but Logan heard only the rattle of bones. Something close to a whimper escaped his lips. I hate this—hate this!—shit!

“Chelsea, you have a cell phone?”

“Not on me.”

“Then ride home,” Fallon said urgently. “Call a doctor! An ambulance!”

“Right,” Chelsea said nervously. “No problem.”

She pushed off

Unbidden, tears leaked from Logan’s clenched eyes. It always came back to the dark truth he couldn’t ignore. No matter how bad it was for him, it would be so much worse for… “No!” Logan gasped, rising to his feet, pale and trembling. He had trouble making eye contact with her, afraid of what would be staring back at him. “No doctor. I’m fine. I’m…”

Confused, Chelsea looked to Fallon, who frowned. “It’s okay, I’ll call—”

“You’re not listening!” Logan yelled, catching the handlebars of her bike. “I don’t want a fucking doctor.” He forced himself to look at her face… and it was a face, an intact face, not a bloody, ravaged skull. He registered dirty-blond hair, brown eyes, a spray of freckles across the bridge of a long nose, and thin, trembling lips. “Okay?”

“Okay,” she said quietly, then wrenched her handlebars from his weakened grip. Two revolutions of her tires later, she glanced over her shoulder and called, “If you ask me, you need medication.”

Not her fault, not her fault, Logan chided himself. She’s a victim—will be a victim. He staggered a few steps after her. “Wait, I’m sorry.”

“Asshole,” she yelled, pedaling faster.

“Damn it,” Logan said, shaking his head. “We have to follow her?”

“Are you nuts?” Fallon said. “She’ll call the police.”

“They can’t help her.”

“Shit, you are nuts!” Fallon tossed her hands in the air. “I’m walking home with a psychopath.”

Logan ran his hands through his hair. “Damn it,” he whispered again. “Damn, damn, damn!” He started to run after the bike, hoping only to keep her in sight, but he was losing ground fast. He dropped the backpacks in the middle of the street.

“Hey!”

Logan pulled up short, paused for a moment, then walked back toward Fallon.

“Never mind,” Fallon said, backing away from him, hands upraised. “Forget I said anything. Have your psychotic break without me.”

“You know where she lives, right?”

“Sure, but I—no!” Fallon shook her head. “Ain’t gonna happen, pal. I won’t be your accomplice.”

“Fallon…”

She stopped backing away, realization dawning. “It happened back there, didn’t it? Your…bad vibes.”

Logan’s shoulders slumped. He nodded. “It’s getting worse.”

“You saw something,” Fallon guessed. “When you looked at Chelsea.” Logan nodded. Fallon gulped, carefully weighing her next question. “What did you see?”

“You really want to know?”

“Chelsea’s a friend,” Fallon said. “You have to tell me.”

“No,” Logan said, bending down to grab the backpacks by their padded straps. “I can spare you.”

“I don’t want to be spared!”

“She’s…” Logan looked away from her intense gaze. “She died… will die, violently, unless…”

“Unless what?”

“Unless I stop it?”

“This is what you were talking about?”

“Yeah.” Logan became distracted, looking up and down the street, along the sidewalks and lawns, up the sides of houses.

“What are you looking for?”

“The darkness,” Logan said absently. “Any sign of the rift.” He shook his head. “I hate this. Never knowing…”

“What?”

“Wrong question,” Logan said with a bitter smirk. “The right question is ‘When?’ That’s what I never know. Could be three days from now… or it could already be too late.”

“She was fine a few minutes ago.”

“Things can change”—Logan snapped his fingers—“like that.”

“So what are you—are we gonna do?”

“Call for reinforcements.”

Logan shoved a hand into a side pouch on his backpack and removed his cell phone. He already had the new Walker home number on speed dial. Liana answered on the third ring. “I saw something,” Logan said without preamble. “Better send Barrett.”


Chapter 10

Ambrose had converted the downstairs office into a library, but was displeased with the result. Liana offered to help him decorate, but already knew it was hopeless, even with all the computers and office equipment upstairs. If Ambrose had only needed space for the large mahogany desk and three matching burgundy leather wing armchairs, the office would have sufficed, even sacrificing some wall space for several freestanding bookshelves. But Ambrose had thirty or more book-filled boxes scattered across the hard wood floor, and more than a half dozen paintings leaning against the desk, old masters in ornate frames impatient for wall space of their own.

“Had I the luxury of actually planning this trip, I would have found a sprawling mansion for us.”

“Lot of those on the market, are there?” Liana asked with a wry grin, but he ignored her comment.

“This—” He gestured at the chaos with both hands. “This is what happens when one relocates on a whim.”

Momentarily out of the way on the far windowsill, a police scanner produced occasional background chatter, the low-key, law-abiding pulse of a suburban town. Ambrose, illogically, took offense at the lack of useful rift-murder information the device had provided so far.

“I wouldn’t call it a whim,” Liana said. “Logan’s premonition was—”

“Yes, yes, I know,” he said. “The boy is unfailingly accurate and, in the grand scheme, this is no more than a minor nuisance. We shall, inevitably, manage.”

“Right,” Liana said. “We can scatter the bookcases all around the house.”

“Besides, I’m too old to fall prey to Barrett’s aversion to inaction.”

“You’re not too old.”

“If I’m not, then who is?” Ambrose asked with a twinkle in his eyes. “Never mind,” he added, shaking his head. “Scatter the bookcases, you say? Yes, I suppose we must.”

“And the paintings…”

Ambrose held up his hand. “We shall not scatter my paintings. I only permit myself a few as it is.” He flipped through the upright stack of paintings, a thoughtful expression creasing his brow.

“What have you got there?”

“So many in storage, so hard to decide,” Ambrose said with another head shake. “I’ve stuck with the classics. One of Bosch’s studies of Hell, Schongauer’s demons, a Bruegel, and Grunewald, ah, and the Dalis.”

“Why not choose something a little more…uplifting? Might brighten the place a bit.”

“Oh, Liana, these works are testaments,” Ambrose said with a slow shake of his head. “When I hang these, our home becomes a hall of remembrance. We must never forget what we have fought, and what we must continue to fight.”

“With you here to remind us,” Liana said, smiling, “I doubt that will ever be a problem.”

“Good to be appreciated,” Ambrose said. He stared off into the distance for a moment, but then his gaze returned to Liana. “Anything more from Thalia on the current situation?”

Liana shook her head. “She keeps saying it’s the Dark again. Not just darkness, but the Dark.”

Ambrose scratched his jaw. “Is it possible she has specific knowledge of this rift?”

“Clairvoyance? Sure, why not?”

“Perhaps not clairvoyance. Perhaps something else…”

“What are you thinking?”

“Cryptomnesia.”

“But how—when? She hasn’t crossed a rift since last year, since she lost…”

“Exactly,” Ambrose said. “Lost knowledge resurfacing from her subconscious and manifesting through her art. She went into that rift alone”—he sighed wearily—“and has never been the same.”

Liana shuddered. If the rift that had crippled Thalia’s mind was the same rift they were chasing in Hadenford, all of them were at severe risk.

Ambrose took hold of her upper arm. “Fear is natural, Liana, but you mustn’t let it control you.”

“I know.”

“There are more… sides to this rift,” Ambrose said. “More threats.”

“Logan’s right. Your pep talks need work.”

“We have the luxury of speculation now,” Ambrose reminded her. “But speculation is all that it is. We must study the unknown, rather than dread it.”

“Marginally better,” Liana said with a dry chuckle. “But it still needs work.” She glanced down at the nightmarish imagery Bosch had captured in oil on canvas. “Think I’ll be shopping for some flower arrangements this afternoon.”

“You bring flowers into our home to die and call that uplifting?”

“At least they’re colorful,” Liana said with a defensive frown. “Fine, I’ll buy some potted plants. Better?”

“Yes,” Ambrose said with a nod as he considered the Bosch. “Now, where shall I display the torments of Hell?”

On the corner of his desk, the telephone rang.

“Wherever your little heart desires,” Liana said, patting him on the shoulder as she reached for the phone.


Chapter 11

“Logan, we can’t stand here outside her house.”

“I doubt she’ll invite us in.”

Fallon rolled her eyes in exasperation. “No, but she’ll call the cops. She thinks you’re a psycho.”

“Besides,” Logan said from the shade of a maple tree. “Technically, we’re sitting outside her house, not standing. Well, I’m sitting. You’re pacing.”

“Maybe she has a point,” Fallon said. “You are psycho.”

“Psychic, psycho,” Logan shrugged. “It’s a fine distinction.”

“Shut up!” Fallon yelled, took a step toward him, and kicked his thigh hard. Without another word, she turned and walked away.

“Hey, that hurt!” Logan said, rubbing his thigh.

“Good!”

Logan climbed to his feet and followed her, sparing a nervous sideways glance at the sprawling Tudor home. Chelsea’s green hybrid bike leaned against the porch railing. “What just happened?” Logan called after Fallon.

“Didn’t see that coming, huh?”

“No…”

“So you don’t know everything.”

“Of course not,” Logan said dejectedly. “I never know… enough.”

Fallon stopped abruptly.

Logan paused behind her, wondering what had caused her sudden mood swing. “Look, whatever I said that upset you, I’m sorry. Sometimes… if not for gallows humor, my whole family would…” He sighed. “Sometimes that’s not even enough.”

She turned to face him and he could see the beginning of tears in her eyes. “What do you mean?”

“What do you think?” Logan said bitterly, walking back to the maple tree and the two backpacks propped on either side of it. The pain in his thigh made him wince, but he clenched his jaw and ignored it.

From behind him, Fallon said softly, “Tell me.”

He sat on the curb and plucked a blade of grass. “In my family, part of the job description… Let’s just say that death isn’t the worst thing that can happen to you.”

Fallon sighed, sat close beside him, allowing her thigh to brush against his. “Sorry about the kicking.”

“No problem.”

She twirled an amethyst ring around her left index finger, staring absently at the silver band and lavender stone. “Sometimes I worry… about my dreams.”

“Why?”

“My mother,” Fallon said, looking briefly into his eyes before returning her gaze to the ring. “She had them too.”

“Kind of thing runs in the family.”

“Naturally,” Fallon said with a wry grin. “My worst fear. Ever since she left.” Fallon was silent for a while; Logan sat quietly beside her without prodding. Eventually, she continued. “Been happening to me for a while now,” she said as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. “Guess I’ve been living in denial. And I can’t talk to my father about it. He’d think I was… Sometimes I feel so alone”—her voice caught in her throat—“but that’s when I imagine how she must have felt before…before…”

“Before she left you and your father?”

Fallon nodded, swallowed hard.

Logan peeled the blade of grass into strips, head hanging. “Maybe you should call her. She might be able to help you get through this.”

Fallon laughed bitterly. “Could someone in your family arrange that call?”

“What—?”

“She left us for the Great Beyond,” Fallon said, swinging her right arm up and away. “Two years ago.”

“Oh…” Logan said softly, feeling supremely stupid. “I… Fallon, I’m sorry.”

“Everybody is,” Fallon said. With the tip of her index finger, she wiped a tear from her eye, and looked at him with a brave smile. “So, what do you think? Any hope for someone like me?”

Beneath the flippant question, Logan sensed the great burden Fallon carried with her. He opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted by an angry shout.

“Hey!”

They both looked up as Chelsea strode down the walkway that divided her front yard and crossed the street toward them.

After an embarrassed little wave, Fallon said, “Hi, Chelsea.”

“What the hell’s going on, Fallon?” Chelsea’s gaze flashed at Logan for a moment, then returned to Fallon. “Take Freak Boy and get away from my house or I’m calling the police.”

“We were just resting—” Logan protested, but Fallon jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow. Right, Logan thought, lame excuse.

“Two minutes,” Chelsea said. “Got it?”

Logan nodded absently as he examined her face, waiting for a return of the gruesome death image… but no vision came. He’d like nothing better than to dismiss his premonition and leave to avoid the threat of arrest for stalking. But Ambrose would advise him to defuse the situation in order to remain in the game. As Chelsea turned indignantly on her heel and walked back toward her house, Logan rose and took a few steps after her. “Chelsea! Listen, I’m sorry about earlier. I get these really bad headaches—migraines—and I—”

“Save it!”

Logan shrugged and sighed.

Fallon quirked a sympathetic smile. “Least you tried.”

“For all the—” He saw a slate-gray Jeep approaching. “Good! Barrett’s here.”

“Good? Stalking by the dozen? More is not merrier, Logan.”

Barrett made a U-turn in the middle of the street and pulled up to the curb near where they had been sitting. “Status?” Barrett asked, tilting his head out the window. “Wait—who’s your friend?”

“This is Fallon…” He turned to her. “Don’t know your last name.”

“Correct,” she said.

Logan sighed, turned back to Barrett. “She has this thing about not giving out her name.”

“It’s Maguire, okay?” Fallon said, rolling her eyes.

“Hello, Fallon Maguire,” Barrett said, flashing a high-wattage smile at her before directing a frown at Logan. “Maybe we should talk in private.” 

“Little late for that,” Logan said. “She’s a dreamer. I mean, like one of us. A prescient dreamer.”

“Kid, you’re a fast operator, I’ll give you that.”

Logan felt a flush rise to his cheeks. “It’s just…”

“Forget it,” Barrett said, holding up a hand to forestall Logan’s explanations. “What’s the status here?”

“She freaked,” Logan said. “Thinks I’m a stalker. Chelsea, that is, not Fallon.” He nodded toward the Tudor-style home. “She spotted us out here and is about to call the cops in, what—?” Logan looked the question at Fallon. “About a minute.”

“Knowing Chelsea Conrad,” Fallon said with a mischievous smile. “Thirty seconds, if you’re lucky.”

“Then move along,” Barrett said. “Both of you. I’ll keep watch.”

“Alone?”

“I’d rather be here waiting for something to happen than at the house wondering if something is about to happen. Don’t worry. Tell Ambrose I’ll check in at regular intervals.”

“But—”

“Now! Before she sees you talking to me and assumes we’re tag team stalkers.”

Logan hesitated. This isn’t how it’s supposed to happen.

Barrett glanced at Fallon. “Go on, take him home. If you’re one of us, Ambrose will want a word with you.”

Fallon’s cocky smile fell apart. She looked at Barrett for a moment, then grabbed Logan’s upper arm and tugged him away from the Jeep. “C’mon. Let’s go!”

“Wait a sec,” Logan said, retrieving their backpacks. “I’ll be back later,” Logan promised Barrett.

“Bring a thermos of coffee—decaff,” Barrett said, grinning. “And a turkey club on seedless rye. Hold the mayo.”

“Would you like fries with that?” Logan asked sarcastically.

“No, but a dill pickle wedge would be swell.”

“Har, har,” Logan said. “C’mon, Fallon.”

For two blocks, Logan walked in self-imposed silence, contemplating the sun-dappled street as if it contained the wisdom of the ages. He refused to glance back at the Jeep and give Barrett the slightest satisfaction over trumping Logan’s position. Logically, he had to leave. Chelsea would have seen to that one way or the other. But Logan couldn’t shake the feeling he’d been relegated to the kid’s table at Thanksgiving. Totally irrational, he thought, shaking his head. An impending rift was not a holiday or cause for celebration; it was a source of imminent danger. Worse, he’d been sitting there unarmed, waiting for a rift with Fallon, who had no idea what was about to happen. She might have paranormal abilities, but she wasn’t even a Walker neophyte yet. She was a potential recruit and he… Logan sighed. He’d been showing off for her. Trying to impress the new girl. Oh, brother, Logan thought, rapping his forehead with the side of his fist.

“Do that a lot?”

“What—oh, no,” Logan said. “Not enough, apparently.”

“Want to talk about it?”

“No, it’s stupid,” Logan said. “I’m stupid.”

“You’re jealous of him, aren’t you?”

“Jealous? Of Barrett?”

“Tall, dark and dashing, with an intriguing dollop of brooding, and great muscle tone,” Fallon summed up. “Yeah, him.”

“So you noticed.”

“Hard to miss,” she said, grinning. “Don’t worry, though, you seem like a champion brooder yourself.”

“And, of course, that’s the one quality I’d want to share with Barrett.”

“I noticed something else about him.”

“His penetrating, sky-blue eyes? His bulging biceps? His—?”

“He was blurry.”

“What? Blurry?”

“Well, that was my first impression,” Fallon said. “But when I looked closer, it seemed as if his skin was… vibrating.”

“You must be sensitive.”

“I’ve always thought so,” Fallon said, clutching her hands comically against her chest. “Care to read some of my poetry? My personal favorite is ‘Ode to an Abandoned Gym Locker Sock.’”

“Psychically sensitive,” Logan explained. “Barrett has hyperaesthesia and hyperacuity. Senses and reflexes off the charts. That muscle tone comes in handy, but I think there’s also sensory prescience involved in his abilities.”

“Meaning?”

“He reacts a split-second before something happens.”

“Handy guy to have in an emergency.”

“In theory.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Logan said. “Sour grapes.”

Fallon chuckled. “Does he do that swoon-tingle kiss?”

“No!” Logan said too quickly. “I mean, I wouldn’t know, but I doubt it. Not part of the package.”

“Probably too old for me anyway,” Fallon mused, watching for Logan’s reaction out of the corner of her eye.

“Way too old,” Logan said. “Already touching up the gray.”

“You’re lying.”

“Am not.”

“Relax, I’m kidding.”

“I know.”

Fallon pursed her lips. “Back there at the Jeep, you said ‘she’s… like one of us.’ What’s that mean, exactly?”

“A Walker.”

“Guess you weren’t listening? My last name’s Maguire.”

“A rose by any other name.”

“We’re studying Milton, not Shakespeare.”

“I know.”

“So you think I’m a rose?” Fallon said, grinning ear to ear. “That’s sweet.”

With a sidelong glance, he muttered, “Because of all the thorns.”

She poked him with her elbow. “I heard that!”

“I know.”


Chapter 12

Soon after Logan and Fallon left him alone to watch Chelsea Conrad’s house from the relative comfort of his Jeep Liberty, Barrett opened a map of southern New Jersey and draped it across the dashboard. Casual passersby would assume he was lost and checking his route. While he waited and occasionally glanced at the unfolded map, he worked his way through a bag of pistachios, tossing the half-shells in the Jeep’s ashtray.

Ten uneventful minutes passed.

Maybe Logan’s wrong this time, he thought. Ambrose once said the kid’s premonitions worked on a sliding temporal scale. In other words, Barrett might have to wait five hours or five days. But Logan hadn’t kept them waiting long the night before. Unbidden, the gruesome image from the interior of the white Mustang flashed in Barrett’s mind. Despite his resolve, Barrett shuddered at the thought of what could have done so much damage to two human bodies in such a brief amount of time. This one’s bad, Gideon, he thought, as if he could send the message telepathically to his absent brother. Maybe worse than what you faced.

Movement in the periphery of his vision grabbed his attention. Side view mirror. Black and white Crown Vic. No roof lights. Slow approach. Terrific, he thought, fifteen minutes into the stakeout and I’m about to be rousted by the local constabulary.

On the chance that Logan’s grim prediction might transpire at any minute, Barrett had to stall for time. He scooped the cell phone off the passenger seat, flipped it open and held it to his right ear.

The police cruiser slowed to a stop beside Barrett’s Jeep. A quick glance at the white door panel revealed the words “Police Chief” painted in black letters. “Keeps getting better,” Barrett muttered to himself, as if talking into the cell phone.

The police chief had stepped out of the cruiser and was motioning to Barrett across the hood. Tall and lean, the Hadenford chief of police sported a severe buzz cut that revealed pale scalp underneath and wore a crisp black uniform with the radio microphone clipped to his left epaulet. Barrett glimpsed the name engraved in the brass name badge over his left shirt pocket: Grainger.

He flashed the cell phone. “Pulled over to make a call, Chief Grainger.”

“Lost?”

“Not anymore,” Barrett said. “Calling to tell them I’ll be a bit late.”

“Long drive.”

“How’s that?” Barrett asked, confused.

Chief Grainger nodded toward the rear bumper. “California plates.”

“Oh, right,” Barrett said, wondering if Grainger had already run the plates. “I’ve recently relocated to Hadenford.”

“What line of work?”

“I’m involved in security,” Barrett said. Vague but true.

“Private?”

“Looking for work, actually,” Barrett said to ward off questions about his employer. “Staying with relatives.”

“Best of luck, then,” Chief Grainger said. “Have a good day.”

Reading between the pleasantries, Barrett heard, “Move along now.”

“Thank you,” Barrett said. While Chief Grainger climbed back into his police cruiser, Barrett made a show of talking into the cell phone cradled against his ear, while simultaneously refolding the map on the dashboard with his free hand. He fumbled with the map long enough for the Crown Vic to turn a corner, out of sight.

Barrett wondered how convincing his patter had been and how much time he’d have before Chief Grainger decided to make another sweep along Maple Lane.

He glanced at the Conrad homestead and hoped it would be long enough.


Chapter 13

Chelsea had tossed her tiger-striped bicycle helmet on the living room sofa, an act of random sloppiness sure to annoy her mother when she came home in a few hours. At the moment, Chelsea had more pressing concerns than her mother’s eventual displeasure. With a half-dozen textbooks spread in a semicircle around her three-ring binder on the dining room table, Chelsea attempted to wade through her considerable homework, but found her attention wondering from AP calculus to the front windows.

Normally she would be studying in her bedroom, sitting at the scuffed student desk crammed between her dresser and the window, within headphone distance of her stereo. Today, unfortunately, had taken a turn from normal, courtesy of Fallon Maguire and the new kid who had at first seemed cute in a distracted way but who now seemed weird in a neurotic way. Yelling and cursing at her for no reason. After she’d offered to help, to call a doctor. She’d thought, Whoa, some major issues here… or drugs. Maybe drugs. Same thing, when you came right down to it. Now he seemed fixated on Chelsea for some reason. She hadn’t been bluffing when she threatened to call the cops. Too many nut-jobs running around loose, she thought. Fallon was Chelsea’s friend, but maybe her judgment had lapsed. How long had Fallon known this guy? A few hours. More trusting than I am, Chelsea thought as she tapped her pencil eraser against the blank page.

After trying to wrap her brain around a particularly vexing calculus problem, she glanced toward the window and saw a police car stopped in the middle of her street. She pushed back her chair and walked over to the window, peering through the white lace curtains as the chief of police stood outside his cruiser talking to a tanned, buff guy in a dark gray Jeep. Guy had a map open over his dashboard, looking confident but lost.

Chelsea looked up and down the street, but saw no sign of Fallon or Weird Boy. Probably ran when they saw the cop car, she thought with a smile. Regardless, she wasn’t as nervous with Chief Grainger nearby. She hadn’t called the police yet, but was glad Grainger had chosen this particular moment to make a pass along her street. It would certainly look as if she’d carried out her threat, and should convince Fallon and—what was his name?—Logan, to take a hint and get lost.

Maybe now she could lug her books upstairs and finish her school work with the accompaniment of some choice tunes. Something to help pass the time. If she was being honest with herself, she had to admit that staying in the house alone had added to her anxiety. Her older brother, Chad wouldn’t be home from work for another hour or so, long enough to change his clothes, eat dinner with Chelsea and their mother, then rush off to his evening college courses. For now, she was alone. And sometimes the house seemed too big a place for one teenaged girl.

The thought sent a chill down her spine. 

Chief Grainger, however, seemed satisfied with the situation outside. He climbed back into his cruiser and pulled away. The guy in the Jeep examined his map again, trying to regain his bearings. Chelsea noticed the out of state license plate on the back of the Jeep and it all made sense. With a sigh, she felt the tension easing out of her neck and shoulders.

She stepped away from the window, trusting in the competence of Hadenford’s finest, and decided to head upstairs. She stacked the books, capped the uneven pile with an unopened can of diet soda, and mounted the stairs to her bedroom. She hoped a return to routine would instill the sense of normalcy she’d lost.

Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a flicker of shadow slide down the wall of the stairwell. She turned her head, like a startled bird, but saw nothing to account for the shadow. My imagination’s running wild, she thought. I’m a little spooked. That’s all.

* * *

Moments after she closed her bedroom door, an ill-defined shadow rippled across the dining room floor, slipping over the furniture like an oil slick, oozing across the living room sofa, passing over the tiger-striped helmet—and settling there for a moment. Then the shadow shimmered out of existence, and the helmet was gone.


Chapter 14

“This is where we live now,” Logan said, pointing to a large, sprawling gray stone house set back from a wide lawn and obscured by a haphazard assortment of deciduous and coniferous trees.

“I know this place,” Fallon said. “Old lady Kemper used to live here.”

Logan nodded. “Wilhelmina Kemper. Died last August. Her granddaughter, Margaret, handled the estate. Seemed this house was a bit much for the average family. But my, uh, great grandfather thought it was a real bargain.”

Fallon spoke absently as they followed the path of circular walking stones that wound a leisurely path to the double front doors. “Heard she had a big family long ago. Outlived most of them, and the rest moved away.”

“West coast and Florida,” Logan said, distracted. He paused at the two steps leading up to the landing in front of the double doors, and turned to face her. He seemed unusually nervous. “Look, you don’t have to come inside.”

“Why? Do I embarrass you?” Fallon asked mischievously.

“Only when you try,” Logan said. “But it’s not you I’m worried about, it’s my family. They can be a bit…”

“Unusual?”

“Yes, but…”

“Bizarre?”

“Yes, definitely,” Logan said. “But also a bit intense.”

“Barrett seemed cool.”

“Yeah, well he was showing off,” Logan said. “And he’s got that California casual vibe. But he can be as intense as the rest of them.”

Fallon shrugged. “Forewarned, right?”

“As long as you remember that ‘normal’ to the Walkers isn’t normal to the rest of the world. Because, honestly, sometimes they forget.”

“My friend Sadie Bennett says, ‘normal is a code word for boring.’”

The right side door behind Logan swung open to reveal an attractive young woman in a flowing white dress cinched at the waist with a golden cloth belt. Fallon guessed that she was in her mid-twenties. She had blond hair and compelling, dark brown eyes. Fallon caught a glimpse at what looked like golden tattoos on the woman’s forearms. “Logan, where have you—? Oh, who’s your friend?”

“Fallon Maguire,” Fallon said, stepping forward to offer her hand.

“Liana Walker,” the young woman said with a wide smile as she took Fallon’s hand in a dry, warm grip. Whereas Barrett’s skin had seemed to blur before Fallon’s eyes, Liana’s seemed almost feverish to the touch. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

Without releasing Fallon’s hand, Liana said, “Logan, is Fallon someone Ambrose should meet?”

Logan rolled his eyes. “Real subtle, sis,” he said as he shifted the backpacks on his shoulders. “But, yes, it’s fine. She knows.”

“Wonderful,” Liana said, descending the remaining step and taking Fallon’s other hand in hers as she gazed into Fallon’s eyes. Intense, Fallon thought. Can’t say Logan didn’t warn me. “What can she—? Oops, sorry, Fallon. Talking as if you’re not standing right here in front of me. What have you experienced in your life?”

“I—” Fallon’s jaw had become unhinged.

“Let’s save it for Ambrose,” Logan suggested. “And do this once.”

“Fair enough,” Liana said. “I am getting ahead of myself. Logan. How’s Barrett.”

“Smug as ever.”

“Besides that?”

“Sitting outside the house, waiting.”

“Stalking,” Fallon amended.

“If you want to get all technical about it,” Logan said. “But he’s not stalking your friend, he’s…”

“What? Stalking what?” Fallon asked.

“Logan’s right,” Liana said with a fragile smile. “Let’s do this once, with Ambrose. We may not have a lot of time.”

“Your family has a real flair for the dramatic,” Fallon said, but her stomach was starting to twist into knots. She had the sensation of standing over a trap door, waiting for it to fall away and drop her into the dark unknown. All that was missing was a hangman’s noose around her neck. But if she were to believe them—Logan, specifically—then it was Chelsea not Fallon herself who was in danger. So why am I so nervous?

Liana led them back into the house, with Logan bringing up the rear and closing the door behind them. Fallon noticed boxes waiting to be unpacked scattered around the foyer, dining room, and living room before Liana steered them toward the downstairs office, also littered with boxes, dozens of them, brimming with old, leather-bound tomes. Of all the rooms she’d glimpsed since entering the old Kemper home, the downstairs office had the best furniture-to-packing-box ratio. Here there was a mahogany desk, three burgundy leather armchairs, and two towering bookshelves. Between the boxes of books, leaning against the desk, shelves, and walls, were several ornately framed paintings. Nightmares captured on canvas, she thought.

Before giving the dark collection the closer inspection it deserved, she turned her attention to the old man absently filing books on the shelves with a muttered commentary meant for his ears alone. His full head of hair and bushy eyebrows looked like wild tufts of cotton. He wore a rumpled dress shirt with a blue, checkered pattern tucked into equally rumpled khakis and, improbably, blue and white Nike running shoes.

“Ambrose,” Liana said. “We have company.”

“Company, you say?” Ambrose—Logan’s great grandfather—looked up, and blinked a few times as he focused on Fallon. “Ah, yes. But we haven’t met. I’m sure of it.” He placed the moldy old tome up on the nearest shelf, paying no mind to the location. “No, I would never forget such a lovely young woman.”

“Thanks,” Fallon said, feeling the first tinge of a blush creeping up her neck and cheeks.

He dusted his palms against his rumpled khakis before offering his hand. “I’m Ambrose,” he said. “Ambrose Walker. Delighted to make your acquaintance Miss…?”

“Maguire,” she said. “Fallon Maguire. I have English Lit with Logan.”

Ambrose clasped her hand in both of his. His palms were cool and soft with a texture that made her think of rice paper. Peering out of a prodigiously wrinkled face, his watery blue eyes seemed out of place. They were youthful and vibrant and ever so aware as he stared at her with unexpected intensity, almost as if he could judge her character with nothing more than focused concentration. He smiled and released her hand. “Welcome to our new home. Please excuse the clutter. We’re settling in.”

“My room’s much worse, and I’ve lived there for years,” Fallon said. She indicated the paintings propped up around the room. “But your taste in artwork is kinda… dark.”

Ambrose flicked a glance at Liana. “Hmm. So I’ve been told.”

Fallon approached a painting of a scarred landscape littered with fish heads, which had swarms of insects carrying what looked like gray, bloated organs. “This one looks like a Bosch.”

“Good eye,” Ambrose said, beaming.

Another painting, in the surrealist style, had a tall, grotesquely thin golden man, in the foreground of a barren landscape, facing a vibrant blue sky dotted with white, puffy clouds and circular holes which revealed other landscapes. One such hole spilled a stream of brackish green water and a mass of suckered tentacles. “And this one looks like a Dali,” Fallon said. She glanced at the others and shrugged. “Don’t recognize the others.”

“Bruegel, and Grunewald,” Ambrose said.

“They’re fine reproductions, except…”

“You think so?” Ambrose inquired playfully, one bushy eyebrow raised dramatically for effect.

She was missing something. Inside joke maybe, she thought. “I’ve never come across any of these particular works—the Bosch or the Dali, anyway—in any art books or online galleys. I’m sure I’ve never seen either of them before.”

“That’s because they’ve never been exhibited anywhere,” Ambrose said. “Not publicly.”

“But how…”

“Private collection.”

“Whose?”

Ambrose cleared his throat and spread his hands.

“Wait… They aren’t reproductions? They’re—originals? But that’s—they must be worth a fortune.”

“Possibly,” Ambrose said. “Probably. But I have no intention of selling them. They have sentimental value.”

“Wow,” Fallon said breathlessly. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Then why not tell us why Logan brought you to us today?”

Logan cleared his throat. “She, um, mostly brought herself,” he said, then hefted the backpacks. “I’m just the pack mule.”

Ambrose chuckled and patted Fallon on the arm. “Ah! The take-charge type. Good. That will serve you well, Ms. Maguire.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Fallon said, grinning. “Logan was being chivalrous. And, please, call me Fallon.”

“If you’ll call me Ambrose,” he said and she nodded agreement. “You wish to learn more about yourself?”

Fallon nodded hesitantly. “I want to know what’s happening.”

“I sense layers within you, young lady,” Ambrose said. “More than you know.”

“That’s me, the Onion Queen,” she said dismissively.

Ambrose ignored the quip and raised his hands to either side of her head and then, almost as an afterthought, asked, “May I?”

Fallon looked from his left hand to his right and back again. “Depends,” she said. “What are you proposing?”

“He wants to perform a kind of psychic phrenology,” Liana provided. She crossed the room, sat in one of the burgundy armchairs, and folded her hands in her lap.

Fallon addressed Ambrose. “You want to be psychic friends?”

“Phrenology,” Ambrose said, hands still poised mid-air.

“He wants to read you,” Logan explained. “By feeling the shape of your skull.” He grinned wryly. “To see if you’re ripe.”

Fallon looked at Ambrose uncertainly. “I bet you’re giddy in the produce aisle.”

“I’m quite serious about this.”

“Will it hurt?”

“I’d be surprised if you experienced any pain.”

“Not quite the assurance I was hoping for,” Fallon said. “But… okay.”

“Thank you,” Ambrose said and gently placed his fingertips on either side of her scalp, just above her forehead.

“Wait,” Fallon said. “You don’t read minds, do you?”

“Certainly not through my fingertips,” Ambrose said. “Rest assured, there is nothing emotionally, physically, or psychically invasive about this… procedure.”

“Then… how does it work?”

“Wish I knew,” Ambrose admitted with a twinkle in his eye. “May I proceed?” She nodded. After taking a deep breath, Ambrose closed his eyes in concentration. Every few seconds he inched his fingers across her head, a fraction of an inch at a time, until they had crossed over the crown and descended to the nape of her neck. With a sigh, he dropped his hands to his sides, opened his eyes and leveled his watery blue gaze at her again. “Interesting,” he said softly. “Extremely interesting.”

Her scalp tingled. She resisted the urge to press her own palms against her head, but couldn’t suppress the shudder that rippled down her spine. “Care to share?”

He scratched the gray stubble on his jaw for a thoughtful few moments, then turned his gaze to Logan. “First, tell me the circumstances of your meeting.”

Logan mentioned that he’d sensed a connection with her across a crowded classroom and initiated contact. Fallon frowned at him, perturbed. As if I’m an extraterrestrial life form. She decided to interrupt. “I thought Logan looked familiar, but couldn’t figure out how or why. Later, I found his portrait in my dream journal. An image I drew two weeks ago. Two weeks before meeting him for the first time today.”

“Hmm,” Ambrose said. “Prescient dreaming. Go on.”

Logan snapped his fingers. “She said that Barrett looked strange.”

“Blurry,” Fallon corrected. “Hot… but blurry.”

“Well, the ‘hot’ part wasn’t germane,” Logan said, showing mild resentment.

“Depends on the context, hot shot,” she said, smiling. “And on who’s initiating contact.”

Ignoring their playful verbal jabs at each other, Ambrose nodded seriously. “A sensitive. I suspected as much. And yet, there is more. Much more.”

“More what?” Fallon asked.

“Potential.”

“Meaning, what? I have a very big head?”

“A most unusual head,” Ambrose said. “Not the outside, but what I sense within. Something special.” He turned to Logan. “She’s a wonderful find, Logan.”

“I’m eighteen,” Fallon said angrily. “Not some ancient artifact on display in a museum. Can you guys stop talking about me as if I weren’t here?”

“I’m sorry, Fallon,” Ambrose said graciously. “Please forgive us for being… unusual. In umbra ambulamus.”

“Run that by me again.”

“It’s Latin,” Logan explained. “He said, ‘We walk in shadows.’”

Ambrose deposited himself in the armchair beside Liana and beamed at Fallon. “Ingenium ad magnitudinem habemus,” he said, shaking his head in incredulity. “I say that a lot around here, but with you…”

Fallon frowned again. “This stuff is confusing enough in my native tongue. Could you…?” She turned to Logan for help.

“‘We have the capacity for greatness,’” Logan translated. “One of Ambrose’s short but sweet pep talks.”

Ambrose pointed at Fallon. “With you, my dear, it is not, as Logan says, a pep talk. It is, rather, a prediction. I sense two things about you, Fallon Maguire. First, that you are unbound. Second, that you may be a… catalyst for our kind.”

“What does that mean… exactly?” Fallon asked. Without realizing it, she had assumed a defensive posture, arms crossed, leaning back from the conversation. But she couldn’t decide if she was afraid to believe what the old man had to say, or more afraid not to believe him. Maybe ignorance really is bliss, she thought nervously. Battling her ambivalence, she placed her hands on her hips and hoped the not-so-subtle change in body language made her appear more self-assured… if she could somehow manage to stop nibbling at her lower lip for five consecutive seconds. Note to self: forget career as professional poker player.

Ambrose steepled his fingers. “Let me ask you a question.”

“Sure,” Fallon said with a wry grin. “Why not?”

“Do you believe something extraordinary has happened?”

“Here?”

“With your dream journal?”

Fallon glanced at Logan, not for guidance or confirmation, but for assurance. Remembering the face she had drawn. The face she’d seen in one of her dreams. And now, looking at his face and making the mental side-by-side comparison. Slowly, she nodded. “Unusual.”

“Fair enough,” Ambrose said. “Can you rule out coincidence?”

“An impartial observer or—?”

“You,” Ambrose said quickly, interrupting. “In your mind. There are no impartial observers here.”

“No,” Fallon said. “Not coincidence. It’s more than that.”

“Good,” Ambrose said. “That is the first step. You see, Walkers don’t believe in coincidence.”

She flashed another look at Logan and smiled. “So I’ve heard.”

“Fallon, before you can accept,” he said, “you must believe.”

“What must I accept?”

“Your potential, of course,” Ambrose said. “I would be lying if I told you I knew what that potential was. I sense that it is there, that it is vast, but not what shape it may take.”

“You said I was unbound, and a catalyst,” Fallon reminded him. “That has to mean something.”

“Hmm,” Ambrose said as he looked off into the distance.

He’s hiding something, Fallon realized. But what? And why?

Liana spoke softly. “Tell her, Ambrose. The child has a right to know.”

“I’m not a child,” Fallon said defensively. She sighed. So much for casual, self-assurance. “Please. I mean, stop treating me like a child, okay? I want to know—I need to know what’s happening to me.”

Logan stepped forward. “It’s because her—”

Fallon grabbed his arm and glared a warning at him. “No, Logan. Don’t try to protect me. I’m not made of glass, okay?” I’m not my mother. “Just—let him speak.”

Ambrose nodded. “Unbound is how we speak of one of our kind who has no… limitations.”

“Somebody with potential.”

“Yes,” Ambrose said. “In the truest sense of the world. Has Logan told you he is a douser?”

Fallon nodded. “Yes. And that Barrett is hyperactive.”

“He has hyperacuity and hyperaesthesia,” Ambrose corrected. “These are abilities that manifest in our line. Paranormal talents, so to speak.”

“Like my prescient dreaming?”

“Exactly,” Ambrose said. “Each of us Walkers has one or two, sometimes three of these talents. They manifest at different times in our life. At birth, or adolescence, or well into our adult years. And there are many triggers, including hormones, stress, trauma, or simply maturation.”

“Go on.”

“Whatever the nature of our talents, we also have limits,” Ambrose said. “For example, Barrett is not a douser. And probably never will be.” He wagged at finger at Fallon. “With you, however, none of this is certain. I sense that you have no such limitations.”

“I might one day be a douser?”

Ambrose shrugged. “Who knows?” he said. “But I would be a fool to bet against it. You are unbound.”

“A wild card,” Logan said admiringly. “You could become… anything.”

She frowned. “The prescient dreaming is freaky enough, thanks.”

“And yet, despite your unbound nature, it is also possible that prescient dreaming is the only talent you will ever manifest.”

“You make me sound like a lump of clay.”

“Who knows what wondrous form that lump of clay might take in the hands of a skilled artist?”

Fallon glanced sidelong at Logan. “No fondling wisecracks, mister!”

Logan shrugged with a ‘Who, me?’ look of innocence.

“You are the clay and the artist, Fallon,” Ambrose said. “No one else. You will shape yourself by the life you lead and the choices you make.”

“What if I don’t want any of it?”

Ambrose smiled benignly. “Ah, but it is never that simple. There is no lever to pull one way or the other. Regardless of what you want, or think you want, whatever happens will happen. What you need, is another matter. And what you do with what you have makes all the difference in the world.”

“You’re a walking, talking fortune cookie.”

“I’ve been called worse.”

“What about that other thing?” Fallon asked. “You called me a catalyst.”

“An agent of change and reaction,” Ambrose said. “Logan called you a wild card, and there is some truth in that analogy. The root of potential is potent. There is that in you. While you yourself are unbound, I believe you have the potential—there’s that word again—to interact with our kind, to… shift our boundaries.”

“Does that mean I could make you—or Logan—unbound also?”

“No, I do not believe that is possible,” Ambrose said. “We are what we are and what we may yet become, but not that which is not within our nature. But I sense that you are capable of becoming one of those life triggers I mentioned earlier. In essence, you may be an accelerant for our own potential. Perhaps even a proximity booster.”

“The kiss…” Fallon said, then fell silent.

“Kiss?” Liana asked, looking back and forth between Logan and Fallon.

“I, um, kissed Logan,” Fallon said, feeling the heat rise to her cheeks yet again. “And it—something happened. We… tingled.”

“Interesting,” Ambrose said.

Liana smiled broadly. “Never realized you were such a fast operator, Logan.”

“I—but I—”

“That was me,” Fallon said. “I made him kiss me.”

“Not that I objected,” Logan added.

“But Logan said it’s happened before,” Fallon said. “The tingling.”

“Really?” Liana said, arching an eyebrow. “Logan?”

Logan cleared his throat and looked away, embarrassed. “Not as if I haven’t kissed a girl before.”

“You and Pamela tingled?” Liana pressed. “Or Diana?”

Logan said something under his breath. 

“Speak up, boy,” Ambrose said.

“That may have been a, uh, static shock from her braces.”

“And what about Pamela?”

“We had some fireworks,” Logan said defensively. “I mean, she was the first girl I ever kissed, so naturally…”

“Don’t mind him,” Liana said to Fallon. “The tingling is significant.”

Logan cleared his throat again. “You know, I should probably go help Barrett. Right? He said something about bringing him a turkey club.”

“No need to be embarrassed, Logan,” Ambrose said.

“I won’t be,” Logan said. “If everyone stops talking about my love life.”

“Or lack thereof,” Liana said, grinning.

“Jeez, I get less abuse from Barrett!”

“Sorry, little brother,” Liana said. “I’ll try to restrain my inner Barrett.”

Fallon pressed her index fingers against her temples and shook her head. “Look, this all sounds—wonderful, really. Well, not the stuff about Logan’s love life. The rest of it. All of it. But what does it mean? I don’t know how to do anything—any of that unbound or catalyst stuff. True, I have these dreams, prescient dreams, but it’s not as if I control them.”

“You control your lips,” Ambrose said. “Right?”

“Okay, sure,” Fallon said. “That’s one thing.”

“Action and reaction,” Ambrose said. “Equally important. Talents may be active or reactive or passive, as with your prescient dreaming. But even dreaming may be aided and guided.”

“I don’t know what you want me to do, or what you expect me to do,” Fallon said. “I’m confused—it’s all confusing.”

“And yet you demanded the truth.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That was your choice,” Ambrose said. “You will make other choices. This is how you shape the clay of your potential.”

“By every decision I make?”

Ambrose shrugged. “Why should it not be so?”

“I think I want—need to go home now,” Fallon said. “Can I just go home?”

“Of course,” Ambrose said, rising from his chair. “As much as I enjoy your company and as much as Logan, apparently, enjoys your kisses—”

“Leave me out of it!”

“In any event, you are free to go.”

From behind Fallon, another voice—a woman’s voice—demanded, “Who is she?”


Chapter 15

Fallon gasped, and her heart lurched in her chest like a startled deer in a meadow. She turned to face the woman, who wore a long, paint-stained smock, and clutched a dripping camel hair paintbrush in her trembling left hand.

The woman’s long blond hair was in mild disarray and her hazel eyes had a wild cast to them. Her question hung in the air like a threat of violence or a plea for mercy. “Who is she?”

Liana slipped by Fallon and wrapped a comforting arm around the older woman’s shoulders. “Fallon, this is my sister, Thalia,” she said carefully, in a soothing voice, as if she were afraid to agitate the woman.

“Hi,” Fallon said. “You startled me.”

Under the paint-smeared smock, Thalia wore a gray, long-sleeved T-shirt. She’d pushed the sleeves up to her elbows, exposing forearms decorated with the same strange, rune-like golden tattoos that Liana sported. Thalia’s arms, however, exhibited long fingernail scratches, one of them stippled with fresh blood. Almost as though, absent-mindedly, she’s been trying to remove the tattoos, Fallon thought. She’s… damaged.

Thalia looked from Liana to Ambrose and back again. “Who is she?”

“Fallon is a friend of Logan’s, from his new school,” Ambrose said, watching Thalia closely for any reaction to his words.

Thalia looked at Fallon again. “Friend, but I…” She shook her head and glanced briefly at Logan. “More than friends.”

Logan spread his hands, palms up, as if to exonerate himself from Thalia’s perceived conspiracy. “Really, it was one kiss.”

Thalia ignored him, slipped out from under Liana’s embrace, and walked toward Fallon. “I saw you!” Thalia whispered urgently. Forgotten, the wet paint brush slipped through her fingers and plopped to the floor, blotting the hardwood with a comet-shaped smudge of red paint. Thalia canted her head to the side, contemplating Fallon as if she were a different species. “Up there… alone. But I… saw you.” 

Fallon fought the urge to back away and duck out the nearest exit. She wanted to ask the others—“Is she violent?”—but was afraid the question would provoke the woman.

Liana must have realized Fallon was on the verge of panic. She held up her hand and quietly said, “It’s okay.”

Thalia raised her own hand—the hand that had been holding the paintbrush a moment ago—and reached toward Fallon’s face, but paused, inches away, her fingers trembling.

“What—what do you mean?” Was I in a dream of hers? “Saw me how?”

“Shine,” Thalia said with a look of awe on her pale face. “You… are. You shine. The light in the dark…. Beacon in the dark.” She smiled, but her lips quivered with the fragility of her comfort.

On impulse—a fleeting, subconscious moment of trusting some unknown instinct deep inside—Fallon pressed Thalia’s trembling hand against her cheek. A rush of emotions flooded through Fallon’s mind, ricocheting around her consciousness with tiny jolts of elation and pain, triumph and failure, love and loss, comfort and fear, joy and anger, compassion and revulsion, confusion and emptiness and loneliness…

Thalia’s hand had become cold as ice.

Fallon shuddered but held on, hoping for… something—

—until Thalia snatched her hand away!

“Dark—dark—dark!” Thalia whispered rapidly. “All the dark, so dark. So dark, and it screams, you know. It screams because it’s angry. And it listens!” She swung her arm in a circle to encompass them all, fixing her wide-eyed gaze on each of them in turn. “Don’t—don’t ever let it hear you! That’s how it gets inside.” She wiggled her fingers beside her ears. “Rips you apart from inside.”

Thalia shook her head as if to disassociate herself from her warnings. She looked back at Fallon again. “You’re different. Like that, like the light, but not like that. I don’t know why. You won’t hurt me, will you? Not like the light. It’s warm—” she shook her head “—but it blinds! It hurts!” Thalia had begun to sob softly. “Don’t hurt me, Fallon. Promise!”

Again, Liana rushed to her sister’s side to comfort her.

“Warm, warm, like the light,” Thalia said, still staring at Fallon. “Make her promise. Please, Liana, make her promise.”

“You’re safe, Thalia,” Liana assured her. “Nobody will hurt you.”

Thalia pointed an accusatory finger at Fallon. “You say it!”

“I won’t hurt you,” Fallon said. “Promise.”

Thalia giggled and the tension seemed to drain out of her in that moment. “I was right about you, I was. Right about Fallon. You’re different.” She let Liana lead her from the office, but her voice carried back to them with a haunting, sing-song clarity. “I saw her. I saw Fallon. Right there, like before, but different. It’s always dark, so dark, but I could see her, up there… I could. She shines, doesn’t she?”

Fallon heaved an audible sigh, releasing some of her own incredible tension. Her neck and shoulders ached again, while her legs trembled like those of a newborn foal. She held up her hands and saw they were shaking as well.

Ambrose reached for her hand, perhaps to lead her to an armchair, but she jumped back with an almost self-preservation instinct. “No more touching!”

Nodding, Ambrose said, “Please, sit, Miss Maguire. You look terribly pale.”

Logan shadowed her to the chair, but respected her wish not to be touched. Maybe he thought she would stumble and fall. At the moment, she wouldn’t argue against the possibility. But she found her way to the nearest chair and lowered herself into it, following the effort with another sigh.

Logan leaned close and whispered, “Should have warned you about Thalia. Never thought she’d come down from her attic studio.”

“May I fetch you a beverage, Miss Maguire?”

“Water would be great,” Fallon said. Then, as an afterthought. “And it’s still Fallon.”

“Of course,” Ambrose said. “Back in a moment.” Then he left the two of them alone in his office.

Logan sat in the chair next to her. “You okay?”

“Do I look okay?”

“Honestly?”

She frowned. “No.”

“You look great.”

“Thought so.” She sighed.

“Tried to warn you.”

“Warn me? There should have been a restraining order to keep me one hundred yards away from this house.”

“Wasn’t time,” Logan said. “All the paperwork.”

Fallon smiled, but the edges faltered. “I want to go home,” she said. “I need to go home.”

“I understand,” Logan said. “I’ve had my whole life to adjust to this craziness. I’ll borrow the keys to Liana’s van and take you home.”

“I’ll drive,” Liana said as she returned to the office alone. Before they could ask, she added, “Thalia’s sleeping already. On the sofa. Too tired to climb the stairs. That”—she looked curiously at Fallon—“took a lot out of her.”

“Likewise,” Fallon said. “Feel like my head hasn’t touched a pillow in days.”

“Logan and I should check on Barrett,” Liana said. “We’ll drop you off on the way.”

Ambrose arrived with a tall glass of water, ice cubes clinking against the rim. Fallon took the glass from him, holding it gingerly in both hands. She gulped down as much as she could before coming up for air. “What—what just happened?”

“A manifestation of your catalyst abilities,” Ambrose said. “That’s the most I’ve heard Thalia speak since… well, in a very long time.”

“Was she afraid of me?”

“Oh, no,” Ambrose said. “Thalia is afraid too often these days. Poor girl.”

“Major trust issues,” Logan said.

“Though the source of her fear is gone,” Ambrose said. “The scars remain. Clearly, she was drawn to you. And you were two floors apart. Impressive.”

“Impressive? Right! Wiped out both of us.”

Liana shook her head. “Thalia has repressed everything that happened to her. It’s like a… poison inside her, locking her away from us. Someday we hope to learn, to help her heal, but…” Liana took a deep breath. “As Ambrose said, this is the most she’s talked about it. It’s jumbled and confusing, I know, but it gives me hope we’ll have the real Thalia back someday.”

“She wasn’t always like that?”

“No, no,” Ambrose said. “Thalia was much like Liana. In many ways.” Fallon thought he would continue, but he lowered his head wistfully, as if he couldn’t bear to speak anymore. He cleared his throat and addressed Fallon again. “Tell me,” he said. “When Thalia approached you and raised her hand to your face, you appeared frightened, no?”

“Yes!”

“What made you take her hand and place it against your cheek?”

“I don’t know,” Fallon said honestly. “Seemed like the right thing to do.”

Ambrose nodded. “I’m sure it was. A good choice.”

Fallon thought back to that moment of contact, the electrifying rush of jumbled emotions. “I saw the best… and the worst in her.”

“Well, she has been through so much,” Ambrose said. “But can you be more specific? Was there anything else that might help us her?”

Fallon shook her head. “It’s just a… feeling.” Her jaw stretched wide in a monstrous yawn. “Can’t explain it any better than that.”

“Ambrose, we’re taking Fallon home now,” Liana said.

“What? So soon?” he said forgetfully.

Not soon enough! Fallon thought.

“This has been a little overwhelming. Right, Fallon?”

“Understatement of the millennium.” Fallon frowned. “Wait—did I say that out loud.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Liana said to her. “We understand.” She turned back to Ambrose. “Plus, there’s Barrett.”

“By all means, yes,” Ambrose said. “Do be careful.”

“We will.”

“Anima spes est,” Ambrose said with a wave of his hand as they departed. Then, for Fallon’s benefit, he translated. “Life is hope.”



In a daze, Fallon followed Liana and Logan out to the two-door garage where they piled into a white conversion van. From the front passenger seat, Fallon pointed the way to her home, which seemed light years from where she’d been moments ago. A thousand questions tumbled around her head, but the first one she blurted out was, “Why does he speak in Latin?”

Liana chuckled. “Not touching that one.”

“What?”

Logan, sitting in the second row, in the driver’s side captain’s chair, said, “According to Ambrose, as long as he speaks Latin every now and then, it’s technically not a dead language.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Fallon said. “Lots of people speak Latin.”

“According to Ambrose,” Liana said, “it makes perfect sense.”

“And those paintings,” Fallon said, shifting topics but staying clear of questions about herself; she might not be ready for those answers. “Is Ambrose—are the Walkers—rich?”

“Ambrose has amassed and lost several fortunes over the—over time,” Liana said. “Some of those paintings have been in the family for generations. Good thing he can pay the bills, because the rest of us, as you might imagine, have a hard time holding down steady jobs. Over the years, with all our moves, some of us have compiled what looks like fugitive resumes.”

“Centuries ago, the Walkers had benefactors, patrons, even the support of various organized religions, people who made sure we could continue to fi—function,” Logan said.

“Patrons?”

Liana nodded. “Ambrose is fond of saying that the Medicis were not merely patrons of the arts.”

“Whew!” Fallon said. “Feel like my head’s gonna explode.”

“You need rest, young lady.”

“But there’s so much I want to ask. So much I need to know.”

“The answers can wait.”

“Pull over,” Fallon said. She pointed to a modest brick house, which seemed all the more modest after spending time in the sprawling Kemper place. “That’s my home. Number forty-eight.” After Liana parked the van, Fallon opened her door, and grabbed her backpack from the floor in front of her. “Thanks for the ride.”

Liana caught her upper arm. “Remember, Fallon,” she said with quiet compassion. “You’re not alone.”


Chapter 16

From the sidewalk, Fallon waved to the occupants in the departing conversion van. She stood there for a moment after the van turned the corner and disappeared from view. After rolling her neck to ease her residual tension, she trudged up the cracked walkway to her front door. Although her mind swirled with hundreds of unasked questions, she had felt the need to escape, to get away from Logan’s family, to decompress. 

She had pushed herself, darting toward the flame of knowledge, backing away from the heat, then rushing forward again. Exhausting, to say the least.

Despite her hunger for answers, her rational mind wanted to rail against everything she’d heard or witnessed in the last few hours. She felt as if she’d been trapped in a dreamscape held together by insane dream logic that, in the first glare of morning light, crumpled under the weight of its own implausibility—a spun glass creation shattered by the braying of the alarm clock in its daily role as merciless talisman of real-world sensibility. Can’t blame this on a dream, she told herself. Unless, of course, I’m asleep this very instant. That’s the only logical explanation. But how can I be asleep and feel sooo tired?

“The only logical explanation,” she muttered to herself with mock seriousness, “is that logic’s parameters have expanded into the realm of the illogical. We have irrational numbers. Why not illogical explanations?” Face it, Maguire, crazy logic now rules your life.

She slung her backpack over one shoulder as she twisted her house key in the deadbolt lock. Her weary smile transformed into a frown when she registered her father’s rust-dappled blue Ford pickup truck in the driveway. Due to chronic absenteeism, he’d lost his phone company job almost two months ago, and he was still looking—half-heartedly, she thought—for gainful employment. Not so long ago, he’d been working days and taking evening courses, trying to earn a business degree. But that was back when he still cared about the future, before Fallon’s mother had checked out of their lives.

For a while, the night classes carried the burden of her father’s guilt. He assumed that if he’d been home more often, she might not have become so desperate. Therefore, he abandoned his academic dream. But that decision proved too little and too late to assuage his guilt. Fallon worried that nothing would ease his grief. And his continued downward spiral seemed to confirm her worst fears.

She found him in the family room of the dim house—no matter how many lights she turned on, their home always seemed dark—and he was surrounded by a half-dozen empty beer bottles, sprawled in his recliner, watching a twenty-four hour news station with a talking head anchor, recycled video clips, and an informative news crawl banding the bottom of the twenty-seven inch screen. Sometimes she wondered if he watched television simply for the human noise it provided. He never talked about any of the news stories or sports scores or entertainment programs he watched. Rarely reacted to them. Like they were white noise that allowed his mind to idle safely in neutral.

Though exhausted, she tried to sound upbeat. “Hi, Dad!”

“Hmm,” he mumbled, lacking the verve to form an actual word.

She pecked him on the cheek, felt the scratch of stubble, and noted he was wearing a ripe T-shirt, sweatpants, and scuffed running shoes. “Any interviews?”

“Waiting on some calls.” They’d been through this routine long enough that she knew he hadn’t left the house all day, a supposition confirmed by his next remark. “We’re out of milk.”

“Did you put it on the list?”

“Forgot.”

Fallon handled grocery shopping and food preparation. Otherwise, she doubted her father would eat. His appetite was feeble at best. Her mother and father had been high school sweethearts, together and inseparable for over twenty-five years. Without her, he was lost. And Fallon could only push him so far. As much as she tried to take over the role of parent, she lacked the authority and the ability to force her father to embrace life again. They’d gone to grief counseling together for a while, but he’d abandoned that too. He was convinced he would find no answers, at least no satisfactory answers for what he’d lost in life.

In bed at night, when she thought about her father enduring his days, basically marking time on his “life sentence,” she would sob helplessly into her pillow. At first she thought that she should be reason enough for him to want to live, that his responsibility as her father would keep him focused. She’d hoped he would eventually come back to her. But as weeks turned into months, she’d begun to accept that she must not be important enough in his eyes for him to care about tomorrow.

In the wake of her mother’s death, in order to take control of her life, she’d had to become more self-sufficient. Unfortunately, her growing independence gave her father the excuse he needed to turn inward and surrender to depression. Because she feared the consequences of the milestone, she’d let her eighteenth birthday pass unmentioned, uncelebrated. She dreaded the day her father took notice of the calendar.

“What would you like for dinner?”

“Whatever.”

“I can grill some chicken… or heat some beef stew leftovers?” she suggested. “Frozen pizza, maybe? Or vegetable soup?”

“Anything’s fine,” he said before taking a pull from the beer bottle clutched in his hand. “Make what you want.”

“Right,” she said, and pressed her lips together before she spoke out of anger. Her father never argued with her. Arguing would involve participation, actual involvement in her life. Negative emotions she directed at him merely fed his growing emotional void. Making him feel guilty would simply exacerbate the problem. He wanted to feel worse. Her only counter to his dark moods was to exude light. To be cheerful even when she really wanted to cry.

For the same reason, she could never tell her father about her prophetic dreams or about any of the strange things Ambrose had said about her. Too many parallels to what had happened to her mother. Either her father would worry about her, or the information would push him over the edge. Then she imagined another possible reaction: apathy. What if her father couldn’t care less about her welfare? Entertaining that idea was making her nauseous.

She wandered into the kitchen, absently opening and closing cabinet doors, hoping for culinary inspiration but probably too distracted to recognize its arrival. Instead, her gaze kept returning to the basket in the center of the kitchen table, the little orange bottles: prescriptions filled but unused. Her father’s doctor had prescribed chemical cures for emotional wounds. A solution he’d rejected as soundly as grief counseling.

Fallon shook her head bitterly. Before you can be helped, you have to want help. You have to accept help.

She plucked the magnet-backed grocery pad from the refrigerator door, pulled out a chair, sat down quietly, wiped tears from her eyes and—not for the first time—considered grinding the pills into his food.

But he self-medicates with alcohol. When she’d suggested he attend an AA meeting, he hadn’t argued. Said he would consider it. When she reminded him later, he said ‘okay’, but he never went. If I was a better daughter, he would argue with me.

“The choices you make…”

She grabbed a pen from the basket in the center of the table and began to write the word ‘milk’ at the bottom of the list. A shudder raced down her spine, and the pen slipped off the edge of the pad. She looked down at the pad of paper and saw that instead of ‘milk’ she’d written ‘murder.’

“Oh, my God,” she said with sudden intuition. “Chelsea!”


Chapter 17

Laramie, Wyoming

According to the project schedule on Gideon’s clipboard, the Beaumont Professional Building project was a week ahead of schedule. So far the weather, his suppliers, the building inspectors, and his employees had cooperated in rare harmony, like a planetary alignment, obviating the need for delays or contingencies.

Though he was the boss, Gideon’s only concession to formal attire when touring his construction sites was the tan blazer he wore over his chambray shirt, worn jeans and scuffed Timberland boots. Gideon imagined that anyone visiting the site would instantly spot the man in the blazer and know who was in charge. Unless he happened to be looking for Gideon’s foreman, in which case he would have to ask somebody on site to point him to Alan Griggs, because unlike Gideon, Alan completely blended in with his crew, except when he happened to be barking orders at them.

Alan, who was tall and lean, with rust-colored hair, pale blue eyes, and a jovial demeanor, met him at the corner of the lot and tossed him a spare hardhat, which Gideon caught in his free hand. “Hell on morale if the boss screws up our safety record.”

“Right,” Gideon said and donned the helmet. “See you got the trusses,” he said, nodding toward the stacks of prefabricated triangular roofing trusses.

“First thing this morning,” Alan said. At that moment, some of the men were attaching the stacks of trusses to a crane, which would lift them to the top of the office complex’s finished framed walls, most of which had already been sheathed in pink house wrap. “Expect to have them up by day’s end.”

“Terrific,” Gideon said. “Any problems?”

“Not a one,” Alan said. “Go figure.”

“It’s early,” Gideon said and both men chuckled.

Gideon had a lingering smile on his face when he noticed a tall, thin man dressed in black standing motionless on the other side of the lot. “Who’s that?”

“What?” Alan turned around and looked in the direction Gideon had indicated with a slight nod of his head. “Hmm. Don’t know. Can’t say I ever saw him before.”

“Warm day for a black suit.”

“Bit overdressed at that,” Alan said. “One of them alien-hunting men-in-black types, you think?”

“I’m hoping for a more… prosaic explanation,” Gideon said and strode across the lot toward the stranger. “But I’ll keep that in mind if I spot any little green men.”

“Gray,” Alan called after him. “They’re little gray men.”

“If you say so,” Gideon replied without taking his eyes off the tall man. Something about the man’s sudden appearance and immobile presence at the construction site was wrong. Though it had been a while since anyone or anything in his proximity had raised his paranormal red flags, he wasn’t likely to forget the eerie sensation. That Alan had seen the man confirmed he wasn’t a spectral or astral image or even some sort of residual premonitory hallucination. Whatever he was, he was real, solid.

“Hey, Mr. Walker, good to see you! How’s it going?” Bucky Weaver exclaimed as he stepped in front of Gideon, pulled off a work glove and offered his hand. Bucky’s high school sweetheart was carrying his child, and with the unexpected expenses of a wedding and a child in the offing, the young man was grateful for the job—grateful to a fault. As a result, perhaps, Bucky was the only person in Laramie who seemed completely oblivious to Gideon’s eye patch and facial scars.

“Can’t complain, Bucky,” Gideon said as he briskly shook the blond man’s hand. “Griggs tells me you’re doing a great job here. I appreciate it.”

“Thank you, sir!”

“And be sure to give Alice my regards.”

“You bet!” With a vigorous nod, Bucky nervously slapped his glove against his palm, slipped it on, then rushed back across the packed dirt to an aluminum ladder propped up against one pink-wrapped wall.

When Gideon returned his attention to the far side of the lot, the stranger in black was gone. Just to be certain, Gideon continued walking the perimeter, scanning left to right in the exaggerated gestures required by a man with only one eye.

Alan jogged over to his side. “Gone?”

Gideon nodded “Without a trace.” He looked at Alan and frowned. “Took my eyes off him for a moment. Don’t suppose you saw where he went?”

Alan shook his head. “When you were talking to Bucky, he stepped to the right. Walls obstructed my view. But I thought he’d be over there… somewhere.”

“Something’s not right about him,” Gideon said carefully.

“Like how?”

Gideon shrugged. “Call it a hunch. Firebug, maybe.”

“Well dressed for an arsonist,” Alan said.

“Maybe that’s what he wants us to think,” Gideon said, although his thought processes were racing down other, unnatural avenues. “Vandal. Graffiti artist. Whatever he is, he’s up to no good.”

“He comes back, I’m not likely to overlook him,” Alan said. “With that black suit and his face, it was so…”

“Pale.”

“White, actually,” Alan amended and Gideon thought he saw his angular foreman shudder. “Like there wasn’t an ounce of blood left in him.”


Chapter 18

Hadenford, New Jersey

Chelsea Conrad’s mother and her brother, Chad, came home within five minutes of each other. Chad came up the stairs two at a time in a thunderous rush and, a moment later, slammed his bedroom door. Startled, Chelsea slipped her headphones down around her neck, reducing the pop music hit to tinny susurration. Moments later, her mother approached Chelsea’s bedroom with the measured tapping of sensible heels followed by a soft knock.

From the cramped confines of her student desk, Chelsea said, “Come in.”

Nora Conrad opened her daughter’s bedroom door and stood in the doorway with her hand on the doorknob. She had short blond hair and green eyes in an oval face, and wore a white silk blouse under a hunter green skirt suit. As usual, in comparison to her mother’s business attire, Chelsea felt like a slob. Nora was the office manager for a software company in Cherry Hill, where half the programmers on staff wouldn’t remember the last time they wore a necktie. Chelsea’s mother, however, was determined to look as professional as possible, even on casual Fridays. “The hours those guys work,” Nora often commented, “they deserve all the casual Fridays they can handle.”

“Homework overload?” Nora asked her daughter.

Chelsea shrugged. “Par for my courses.”

“Right,” her mother said with a grin. “Everything else okay?”

She was about to mention Fallon’s strange new friend, but thought she might have overreacted to the whole incident. “Pretty much. What’s for dinner?”

“Spaghetti and meatballs okay with you?”

“Sure.”

“Good,” she said. “Already put the water on. Don’t forget to take a break. Give your eyes a rest.” At that moment, guitar-driven rock music assaulted them. Chelsea winced. Her mother shook her head in frustration. “I’d make him wear headphones but he’d be deaf in a week!”

Chelsea cupped her ear for dramatic effect. “What?”

“Exactly!”

Nora Conrad walked down the hallway to the next bedroom and pounded on the door several times before Chad finally heard her and turned the volume down.

Chelsea heard Chad’s door open. “Too loud?”

“For the last time, Chad,” Nora said, “demo your stereo system at work, not at home!” Chad worked at a home entertainment superstore and spent most of his paycheck upgrading his own entertainment system. Since he never seemed to have any one stereo or video component long enough to own it, their mother often kidded him about ‘demoing’ the store’s merchandise. “Your sister can’t hear herself think.”

“What’s to hear?”

Rising to the bait, Chelsea tossed her headphones on the desk, jumped out of her chair, and stepped into the hallway.

Twelve feet away, her older brother was looking back at her. He had the broad, rugged build, sandy hair and brown eyes of their absentee father.

“I heard that, asshole!” she yelled.

“Chelsea, watch your language,” her mother said.

Chad smirked. “Yeah, lighten up, Chelz.”

“Least I don’t have mold growing between my ears, you Neanderthal,” Chelsea muttered before returning to her bedroom and slamming the door.

She sat at her desk for a moment, headphones poised in her hands as she listened to her mother and Chad discuss reasonable volume levels for a few moments before Chad promised to keep it down. Then his door closed again. Though she could still hear the pounding bass through the wall separating their bedrooms, her headphones would mask the worst of it. After dinner, he’d be on his way to community college, she consoled herself, and I’ll have absolute peace and quiet.

She raised the headphones toward her ears, but they fell from her numb fingers when she heard her mother scream.

Lurching backward, Chelsea knocked over her chair and nearly fell on top of it before regaining her balance. Her heart was pounding in her chest, the rush of blood throbbing against her temples. She staggered toward her closed bedroom door. Her arm seemed detached from her body as she grabbed the doorknob and fumbled with it three times before turning it far enough to yank the door open.

With her first step into the hallway, she heard an explosion. Shiny bits of metal or plastic whizzed by her face. Irregular chunks or rubber or black foam bounced along the blue carpeting in front of her. Chelsea’s startled gaze fell upon several jagged shards of tiger-striped plastic quivering in the wooden doorjamb. A moment passed before she realized what had exploded: her bicycle helmet.

Concerned for her mother, and frantic to know what had happened to her, Chelsea overcame her own fear and continued into the hallway. Nothing could have prepared her for the horror outside her room. She struggled to comprehend what she saw, but none of it made sense. No intruder was there, but someone—or something—had attacked her mother.

Nora Conrad was down on one knee, facing Chelsea, hand pressed to the right side of her face, which was bleeding profusely from a long gash. Blood spilled across the back of her hand and fell in fat drops to the blue carpeting. “Chelsea!” her mother gasped. She turned toward the section of wall between the bedroom doors.

Chelsea followed her mother’s gaze and saw it. An oblong shadow, dark and fluid, as if spilled from a jar of India ink, oozing along the surface of the wall. The shadow was so dark it blotted out the repeating gold fleur-de-lis wallpaper pattern beneath it. And Chelsea could locate no object to account for the approximate shape and location of the shadow. As her gaze became fixated on its dark movement, she saw it change, stretching, extending, and contracting, almost like a living organism existing in two dimensions. An oily skin on the wall, she thought, with a mind of its own.

A moment or two after Chelsea, Chad opened his bedroom door and stepped into the hallway. “Mom, what the hell—?”

The shadow darted toward him, then separated from the wall to become airborne, tilting from vertical to horizontal as it struck Chad at shoulder height. The darkness seemed to pass through him—or he through it. Chelsea couldn’t be sure. But it appeared as if the area of Chad’s body in contact with the darkness winked out of existence for a moment. As the impact hurled him backward, Chad roared with pain. He landed hard, his blue flannel shirt in tatters around his collar, blood seeping through.

Shimmering, the darkness hovered five feet in the air—glistening and rippling with an unearthly pulse of inhuman life.

“Chelsea, run!”

Nora’s urgent voice shattered her daughter’s temporary paralysis. She might have run, but she never had the chance. The darkness shot toward Chelsea, but dipped in its flight and slammed down toward her kneeling mother’s position. In an instant, Chelsea’s mother was gone, as if a magician’s black cape had settled over her as part of an impressive vanishing act. The black shape pulsed in its eerie two-dimensional way, marking the spot where Chelsea’s mother had been. As it expanded and contracted, it blotted out the carpet without disturbing or staining it.

Terrified, Chelsea whispered, “Mom…”

Reacting to her voice, the darkness slid across the carpet, then flowed up the baseboard to resume its former position on the wall. Chelsea was afraid to move or speak again, fearing the darkness would locate her position and strike. She felt paralyzed, rooted to the spot, confused and helpless. Oh, God! Oh, God! Where’s mom? She thought frantically. How could she just disappear?

Chad rolled onto his hands and knees. He staggered to his feet and gripped the banister railing for support. His other hand pressed to his chest, now soaked with his own blood. He looked at Chelsea, wide-eyed. “Chelz…?” he said, almost a grunt. “Sis? What—what’s happening?”

Chelsea shook her head rapidly. I don’t know. Now be quiet! She hoped she had conveyed both messages in that one frightened motion.

“Where’s Mom?”

Pointing at the liquid black spot on the wall, Chelsea spoke in small, terrified whisper. “In… there.”

“What?”

“I don’t know,” Chelsea almost wailed hysterically. “It… swallowed her whole!”

Chad lunged forward in three long strides, his hands thrust before him. Sensing his intention, Chelsea was breathless with fear. Without pause, Chad reached toward the darkness—into its unaccountable depth—perhaps hoping to physically yank their mother out. His arms sank into the darkness up to his elbows.

Chelsea gasped.

The look of eerie curiosity on Chad’s face changed instantly to shock. Something inside the darkness seemed to latch onto his hands and pull him off-balance. He stumbled forward, and Chelsea imagined the darkness on the wall opening up and sucking him in. 

She screamed, a purely involuntary response to the horror she was witnessing. As much as she tried, she couldn’t will herself down the hall, to grab her brother’s arm and pull him back from whatever gripped him. “God, Chad!” she screamed.

Something black, long and whip-like, and wide as a garden hose, flicked out of the darkness and struck Chad across the face, laying open his jaw to the bone. He roared with sudden pain, and then his face lost all color. He staggered backward, away from the wall. At first Chelsea thought the darkness had released its grip on him. Then she saw there was nothing left to grip. Chad’s forearms ended in ragged, bloody stumps. Carried by his stumbling momentum, he slammed against the banister railing and flipped over it. Cartwheeling out of sight, he fell headfirst down the stairs with a series of horrifying crashes.

To Chelsea’s left, a faint, tortured voice whispered, “Run.”

She thought she’d imagined it. She was alone… wasn’t she?

“Run… away.”

She looked toward the source of the agonized sound—to the wall—expecting the darkness, but seeing her mother instead. Chelsea began to weep pitifully, helplessly.

Some invisible force pinned Nora Conrad’s back to the wall, her bare feet dangling several inches above the carpeted floor. What remained of her stylish skirt suit was in blood-soaked tatters, hanging from her shoulders and arms. Her white silk blouse, camisole, bra and panties—all ripped away, exposing her torso and legs. The remnants of pantyhose fluttered around her calves. And her breasts… her breasts had been savaged, the gouged flesh welling steady pools of blood that painted her abdomen crimson. Blood streamed down her inner thighs as well. Every square inch of her flesh seemed riddled with bleeding cuts, slashes, and puncture marks. But her face was the worst.

Nora Conrad’s head lolled on her neck, her one remaining eye focused on her daughter. That damaged gaze had no fright left in it, only hopelessness… and resignation. The bottom half of her nose was gone, and the blood flowed over her lip into her mouth, making it difficult for her to speak. “Run… before… it’s too—”

Nora Conrad’s body separated from the wall.

The darkness blossomed around her like a malignant aura and slammed her into the wall so hard that Chelsea heard her mother’s bones crack. The thick, whip-like appendage curled up from between her mother’s legs and hovered in front of her body for a moment with the coiled tension of a viper poised to strike. The tip of the appendage was a hooked, gleaming barb. Without warning, the tip plunged into her mother’s abdomen and shook her as if with a deadly jolt of electricity. Droplets of blood splattered the walls, banister and floor—and Chelsea’s face.

Never before had she thought of her sanity as something fragile, something that could be broken and irreparably damaged. She began to moan, a low keening sound of helpless dismay, caught in the relentless and tightening grip of madness.


PART TWO
 RAVAGES


Chapter 19

Every few minutes Barrett glanced at the rearview and side mirrors, expecting the Police Chief’s black-and-white to roll up behind him at the most inopportune time. As a stalling—rather non-starting—tactic, Barrett had loosened the cable to his hot battery terminal. He doubted Chief Grainger would believe Barrett was so hopelessly lost that he continued to scratch his head over an unfolded roadmap. Now, if asked, Barrett was waiting for a tow truck. Of course, after Liana and Logan arrived in the conversion van, he’d fix the loose cable, switch cars and send one of them home with the Jeep. For now—

What?

Movement out of the corner of his eye. Fleeting darkness. Or a sense of darkness. Hard to explain. But it had come from the direction of the Tudor home. Walkers learned to trust their instincts about these things.

While he was processing the danger he seemed to sense on a subliminal level, he slipped out of the driver’s seat and hurried to the back of the Jeep. His gaze flickering back to the seemingly quiet house across the street, Barrett opened the rear swing gate and tossed aside a flannel blanket in the rear compartment, exposing a long burnished wooden case. His fingers were a blur of motion as he flipped up twin metal clasps, opened the case, and from its molded, velvet-lined interior, withdrew his sword of unearthly origin. The graceful blade gleamed as if forged a week ago instead of centuries past.

He slammed the swing gate door and hurried across the street with the sword pointing down, obscured by the line of his leg. Though he heard a car rolling up behind him, he ignored its approach.

Until the car’s occupant yelled “Freeze!”

“Of course,” Barrett thought, glancing back at the familiar police cruiser.

“Drop the sword, Zorro!” Chief Grainger called. He’d jumped out of his police cruiser and left the door wide open as he’d wasted no time reaching for his holstered .40 caliber Glock 23 and aiming at a spot between Barrett’s shoulder blades. “Now!”

Barrett couldn’t outrun a bullet… but he could beat a normal human’s response time ten times out of ten. Zigzag to the door, Barrett thought. No sweat. Or…He called,“Innocent people are in danger.”

“I’m sure they are. Now drop the sword!”

Gun arm unwavering, Grainger had taken advantage of Barrett’s hesitation, moving several steps across the street, ever closer to Barrett’s position halfway up the walk. Barrett heard the roar of the engine coming up the street and knew who it was without looking.

Grainger spared a quick glance, then an alarmed double take.

The white conversion van had jumped the curb and seemed to be bearing down on his position. Startled, he jumped back and the van screeched to a halt between the two men, taking out the mailbox post and not coincidentally blocking Grainger’s line of fire.

Barrett took advantage of the distraction and raced for the door. Although the screeching tires had nearly masked the sound, Barrett’s keen hearing hadn’t missed the woman’s scream.

He tried the door handle: locked. Pressed against the door and felt the weight of a deadbolt. He took a step back, raised his foot and lashed out. Wood splintered but the heavy door held. Another kick and the deadbolt burst free of the doorjamb, but the door rattled against a protesting chain. One more kick should—

“That’s enough!”

Crashing inside—sound of a body tumbling down stairs.

“I don’t have time to explain!” With his free hand Barrett reached through the gap in the door and clutched the security chain. He glanced at Grainger, who stood less than six feet away. “You won’t shoot.”

“You won’t enter that house with a deadly weapon.”

Barrett didn’t like the look in Chief Grainger’s ice-blue eyes. He shrugged. “Your call. Shoot me.”

“Barrett, no!” Liana yelled.

Gaze fixed on Grainger, Barrett tugged down on the faltering chain, ripping the mounting bracket screws out of the wood. Before the screws clattered onto the hardwood floor inside the house, Grainger was pulling the trigger of the Glock. Might have been a warning shot, but Barrett had decided not to gamble on the chief’s goodwill. He contorted his torso to the side, whipping his head back as the percussive path of the 9mm round lanced the air in front of his throat. The roar of the gun seemed to sound at the same instant the round blasted into the opposite doorjamb. To the normal human eye, it might have appeared that Barrett had just dodged a bullet. Grainger certainly seemed surprised. But all Barrett had done was anticipate the chief’s action and the trajectory of the bullet. At close range, it would have been hard for his enhanced senses to miscalculate.

Immediately after shouting a warning to Barrett, Liana had taken matters into her own hands, literally. She’d thrown back her sleeve and, with the fingertips of her right had, traced a graceful path along the golden sigils adorning her left forearm. The elegant, graceful tattoos began to glow with a warm light. Pointing the fingers of her glowing arm at Grainger, Liana murmured three words in a sibilant language uniquely her own, “Se ressum lethis.” Then she spoke a word Barrett and Logan recognized. “Sleepy.”

Grainger staggered, losing his firing stance, his gun arm dropping to his hip as he shook his head and yawned. “What the…?”

Barrett was through the door, with Liana right behind him. He heard her instruct Logan to help the confused police chief. Just as well. That would keep the boy out of trouble. Besides, he was looking a little green around the gills courtesy of his premonition nausea.

Because he’d heard someone fall down the stairs, Barrett rushed past the dining room to the base of the staircase, hoping for a survivor. Instead he found the blood-splattered body of the twenty-something brother sprawled across the bottom stairs, arms crudely amputated below the elbows, neck twisted at an unnatural angle, and vacant staring eyes. Whatever had killed the young man, Barrett knew, awaited them at the top of the stairs.

From above came the hopeless sound of a woman moaning. Barrett shook off the palpable dread that assaulted him, fortified by the knowledge that either mother or daughter, possibly both were still alive.

Edging around the body, he proceeded up the stairs, back to the wall—grazing the staggered row of framed family portraits—as he directed his gaze toward the second floor. Bits of glass crunched underfoot, the result of one dislodged picture frame smashing during the brother’s fatal descent.

Before he reached the second floor, Barrett saw an ashen-faced young woman—Chelsea he assumed—standing forlornly at the end of the hall, her face and clothes sprayed with blood. Her body trembled and her hands twitched as she stared in wide-eyed horror down the length of the hall. A moment later she shrieked, almost convulsing as she dropped to her knees, whimpering hysterically.

Barrett heard several wet, meaty thuds.

Knowing his hesitation had resulted in one death, and possibly a second, Barrett disregarded caution and ascended the remaining steps two at a time, sword held high. His heart sank as he saw the dismembered body of the mother scattered across the carpeted upstairs hallway—awash in crimson, exposed gleaming white sections of bone.

Dark movement drew his attention away from the mutilated remains. A black rift oozed along the opposite wall. A hole in reality—a hole conjoining realities—and something on the other side was attempting to cross. Although the rift appeared flat, a sinuous shape roiled across its slick obsidian surface. Snakelike, with a viciously clawed tip, it lashed through the dark opening.

Barrett anticipated the attack on Chelsea and placed himself between her and the Outsider. Mid-strike, the Outsider veered away from the girl and swiped at Barrett’s throat. Arching backward, Barrett avoided the potentially decapitating blow and swung his otherworldly blade at the serpentine appendage. Off-balance, his attack also missed.

“Get her out of here!” Barrett shouted to Liana.

When Liana placed her hands on Chelsea’s shoulders, the young woman flinched and screamed. Whispering soothing words in Chelsea’s ear, Liana helped her to her feet and led her toward the stairs.

Barrett focused on every movement of the whipping, snakelike appendage, attempting to decipher the telltale ripples in its musculature so that he might anticipate the angle and direction of its next attack. This was almost second nature to him when interacting with humans but studying something this alien required heightened concentration. The tentacle seemed to defy inertia and momentum as it weaved a hypnotic but unsettling pattern in the air.

Barrett whispered under his breath, “It watches the watcher.” But he knew the truth was even stranger. It senses the watcher.

Careful of the treacherous—and macabre—footing, Barrett advanced.

The tentacle paused in mid-sway—

—then struck with lightning speed.


Chapter 20

Logan’s stomach had begun performing somersaults soon after Liana drove away from Fallon’s house. When he’d told his sister to hurry, she took one look at his face and floored the accelerator. He’d told her where to turn, praying she didn’t flip the conversion van before they could come to Barrett’s aid.

Down the street from Chelsea Conrad’s house, he’d seen the standoff between the sword-wielding Barrett and the gun-toting police officer and he’d wondered if his stomach had made a premonitory mistake.

“Barrett wouldn’t have his sword out unless he saw or sensed something from the house,” Liana had concluded. Without hesitation, she’d swerved the van on a course between the two men, giving Barrett the cover he needed.

Because he hadn’t been coping with the sudden onset of nausea, Logan had been grateful for the order to stay behind with the police chief. Unfortunately, Chief Grainger was recovering from his Liana-induced grogginess and already intended to enter the Conrad homestead. “No,” Logan said. “Wait here. You’re still dizzy.”

“I am not dizzy,” Grainger said slowly, angrily, shaking his head. “Tired—not dizzy.”

“Even so,” Logan said. “We’d better wait.”

“Wait for what?” Grainger said indignantly, a moment before his knee buckled. He righted himself. “I’m the chief of police!”

“Doesn’t matter,” Logan said. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“I—what are you talking about?” Grainger yawned, pressing the back of his gun-hand to his mouth. “What happened? What’s with the sword? And her arm—was it glowing?”

“It’s kinda hard to explain…” Logan began tentatively, not sure how much he could or should reveal to the uninitiated.

“Don’t bother,” Grainger said, shrugging off Logan’s hand on his arm. “I’ll find out for myself.”

Before Logan could attempt to stop him, Chief Grainger hurried through the splintered doorway, gun held high. With a resigned sigh, Logan started to follow him but paused when he heard the roar of an engine. He glanced down the street and saw a speeding blue pickup truck. A moment passed before he remembered where he’d seen the truck before: parked in Fallon’s driveway. And as the pickup swerved to the curb behind the illegally parked conversion van, Logan saw Fallon behind the wheel.

The truck came to an abrupt stop, but not before the left front tire hopped the curb. Fallon sprang from the driver’s seat and raced up the walkway toward him. “It’s happening now,” she said breathlessly. “Isn’t it?”

He nodded.

As she reached his side, Logan caught her hand and imagined himself a tour guide leading her into a grim world she could never have imagined. Seconds behind Chief Grainger, they entered the Conrad house.


Chapter 21

Ambrose was shelving books in his office when he heard her scream. No mistaking who it was since everyone else had left the house. He carefully laid the worn tome, which detailed a third century rift, on the center of his desk, then hurried down the hall to the first floor guestroom. Aside from a cot and a freestanding lamp, the room was unfurnished. Ambrose flipped the light switch on and saw her lying in her paint-spattered smock, thrashing on the cot, still caught in the grip of a frightful dream.

“The dark! The dark! It’s coming!” she shouted, eyes scrunched shut. “Coming again!”

Despite the cone of amber light shining from the pole lamp, the dark-paneled, windowless room seemed to shrug off the electrical attempt at illumination, as if Thalia’s terrified words gave power to the darkness.

“Thalia,” Ambrose said softly, gripping her shoulder to shake her awake. Her fragile psyche teetered in a dangerous place, trapped in the border between dreams and consciousness, balanced on the precipice of insanity. “Thalia, wake up now.”

With a shriek, she grabbed his arms and wrenched herself upright. Her eyes were wide with fright, her body trembling. She looked at him, as if for reassurance.

“Relax, Thalia,” he said as calmly as he could manage with her fingernails digging into the flesh of his upper arms. He tried to sound convincing as he added, “You were having a bad dream. Nothing more.”

“No, not a dream…” she said, shaking her head emphatically. “The dark!”

“What about the dark?” Ambrose asked. Walker dreams were often prescient, but there was little comfort in accepting that. “You said it was coming.”

“I was wrong,” she said solemnly.

“Exact—”

“It’s already here.”

Ambrose supposed it was possible. The rift was definitely mobile. Nervously, he glanced over his shoulder. “Here, you say?”

“Yes. Don’t you feel it?”

Ambrose cleared his throat. “In this house?”

“No,” she admitted at last. “But close.”

Ambrose took a deep breath to calm himself, but also to carefully consider his next inquiry. Thalia’s lucidity could be fleeting at times, especially in stressful situations. “Thalia… do you know what it is? This thing?”

Her wide hazel eyes searched his face. “In… in the dark?”

Ambrose brushed tangled strands of blond hair from her face and nodded reassuringly. “Yes, dear.”

She began to rock nervously. “He’s… he’s the dark one—in the darkness. He has many names.” She nibbled at her lower lip and looked around the room before her nervous gaze returned to Ambrose’s face and locked on his eyes. “You would call him Messor Carnis.”

Latin? Ambrose thought. He ran a hand through his gray-white hair. “Meat,” he said. “Reaper… Oh, dear! Reaper of Flesh?”

Thalia nodded twice quickly, then cast her gaze at the floor. “Another, closer name,” she said. “Carnifex.”

“Butcher,” Ambrose whispered. “What else do you know about this butcher, this executioner?”

“He opens the way,” Thalia said. “He leads them. First before others. Lacerator! Reap the flesh. Oh, God! Reap the flesh! Reap—!” The word turned into a shriek as she began to convulse on the cot.

Ambrose caught her arms to steady her, then pulled her into a hug. “It’s okay, Thalia. That’s enough—enough for now.”

“Stop him,” she whispered piteously. “Stop him before it’s too late.”

Ambrose held her at arm’s length so she could see the confidence in his face. “We will, Thalia. We will.”

A tremulous flicker of hope returned to her eyes. “Promise?”

“Facimus quem nobis faciendum est,” he said softly. “We do what we must.” Ambrose sighed. Much easier said than done.


Chapter 22

Barrett leapt to the side the same moment the tentacle shot toward him with the speed of a hurled javelin, attempting to skewer his midsection. The evasive maneuver cost him his balance, though. He struck the wall as he swung his sword down in a double-handed grip, hoping to sever the eviscerating claw at the end of the lashing tentacle. As if sensing his intentions, the black appendage whipped aside and smashed into the banister supports before rising again. It reared in the air, curled into a reversed S like a snake poised to strike.

He heard a scuffle of feet.

Liana shouted.

Chelsea had slipped free of Liana’s grip and disappeared into what appeared to be a small guest room on the opposite side of the staircase.

Placing emphasis on each word, Barrett whispered fiercely, “Get her out of here.”

“I’m trying,” Liana said defensively. She spared a quick glance at the Outsider before following Chelsea. “Wait!” Liana said as Chelsea shoved past her clutching a brown folding metal chair in both arms. “Chelsea, we need to get you out of here.” Liana caught her arm, but Chelsea shrugged it off.

“Not yet!” Stark terror had transformed into unhealthy rage.

Barrett glared at the young woman. “What do you think you’re doing?”

As Chelsea hoisted the folded chair above her head, Barrett didn’t need latent prescient abilities to know exactly what she had in mind.

“Chelsea,” Barrett said tightly, “that’s a bad idea.” With the mother and brother both dead, Barrett had hoped they’d arrived in time to save the daughter. One survivor out of three victims was not a good day, but no survivors would be a hundred times worse, a complete failure. “A really, really bad idea.”

“I don’t care!” she yelled and flung the chair at the raised tentacle.

In the blink of an eye, the tentacle struck, snatching the chair out of the air, wrapping its hook around the back leg brace. Without hesitation it pulled the chair into the rift, disappearing into the inky darkness with it. 

“Satisfied?” Barrett said, angry with her for risking otherworldly retaliation. “Now get out of—!”

Rippling movement skimmed the black surface of the rift—

A crumpled brown metal sphere the size of a basketball erupted from the absolute darkness—

—rushing toward Chelsea’s head.

Barrett clicked. That’s how he thought of his sudden transformation into sensory and reflexive overdrive, courtesy of his hyperacuity and hyperaesthesia—as clicking. He always operated in a heightened state of awareness and physical response, but in the middle of battle, sometimes as the result of an immediate threat or a blood wound, he would switch into that preternatural high gear. Colors became more vivid, sounds more distinct, odors more pungent, and movement around him seemed to slow down. This time the triggering threat was to an innocent victim.

As the crumpled ball of metal burst from the darkness toward Chelsea’s head, Barrett had insufficient time to complete the one word thought—decapitation!—before he sprang away from the wall and swung his sword, striking the sphere and deflecting its trajectory.

The crumpled metal chair blasted through a picture frame with an explosion of wood and glass, lodging in the wall behind it. Few inches to the right and the metal projectile would have smashed Chelsea’s head.

Trembling, she stared at the embedded remains of the chair.

Barrett shouted, “Go!”

As Chelsea nodded mutely, Liana caught her arm again and led her down the stairs.

Then Barrett heard somebody rushing up the stairs.

“What the hell’s going on?”

Grainger, Barrett thought in frustration. Just what I need.

Several steps below the second floor, Grainger had already trained his Glock on Barrett. “Drop the…” Sinuous black movement caught his attention. “Holy shit!”

“Nothing holy about it,” Barrett said.

During the brief distraction, the rift had drifted several feet toward him. The tentacle uncurled from within the darkness and the vicious barb weaved a hypnotic pattern in the air.

Grainger’s braced grip swung sideways away from Barrett as he took a bead on the tentacle. Before Barrett could warn him, the police chief fired four quick shots at the Outsider. Two of the four shots hit the bobbing tentacle, the impacts momentarily jarring the appendage—but the slugs ricocheted off its surface without creating any permanent damage.

Barrett twisted his head and shoulders and felt the passage of one deflected bullet a split-second before it plowed a furrow into the wall beside him.

The tentacle rammed forward, smashing through two banister uprights on its way to impaling the Hadenford chief of police—at least it tried to impale him. Grainger dropped in a flash, collapsing across the incline of stairs. The obstruction of the banister had given him enough time to avoid a potentially fatal injury. Even so, Barrett had to admire the man’s solely human reflexes.

From his prone position, Grainger yelled, “What the hell is that thing?”

“You’re in the right precinct”

The tentacle withdrew and traced a new, irritated pattern in the air. The bullets hadn’t injured the Outsider but they had provoked it, like smacking a beehive with a flyswatter. Agitated, the tentacle was looking for something to strike.

Mindful of the gore soaking into the hallway carpeting, Barrett stepped in front of it, placing himself between the Outsider and the ordinary human. The tentacle was quick to take the bait. It darted forward in a series of quick attacks, the lethal claw whistling through the air like a scythe. Barrett dodged, side-stepped and ducked as necessary to avoid the fierce onslaught, caught in an intricate and deadly dance too quick for normal human eyes to track.

Each time the tentacle withdrew for another attack, Barrett countered with a deft but quick swipe of his sword, taking care not to leave himself unprotected. Twice the claw clanged off the flat of the blade. Then he followed a parry with a sudden thrust, nicking the surface of the tentacle. Black fluid, maybe blood, sprayed across the hall carrying a foul stench. The tentacle’s attacks became fevered—and careless. Barrett blocked a high attack, spun his sword around in a half-loop and severed the tentacle inches behind the hooked barb, which dropped to the damp carpet with a heavy thud.

The barb thrashed on the floor, taking several quick hops toward him before fading from existence. From inside the rift came the sound of something shrieking.

Black-blood-spurting from its severed end, the tentacle withdrew into the darkness. A moment later the rift peeled away from the wall and flipped from vertical orientation to horizontal. It appeared as a long thin line before him, as high as his throat—

Barrett launched into a back flip, over the banister
railing, knowing that a rough landing was the least of his problems. Heels over head, he twisted his neck and caught a glimpse of the rift streaking toward him, crossing the row of banister supports with the sound of an industrial-strength wood chipper.

As expected, Barrett landed hard, but he caught the heel of Grainger’s black leather shoe and clamped down hard, tugging the chief of police down the steps with him.

The rift skimmed down the carpeted stairs, creating a series of explosions as it destroyed one step after another.

The two men tumbled down the staircase, moments ahead of the Outsider’s fury. Something soft and wet broke their fall—Chelsea’s dead brother. Barrett climbed to his feet, caught Grainger’s upper arm and hoisted him up before shoving him aside. Barrett’s overdrive—the preternatural adrenaline rush—had the side benefit of giving him a significant though equally temporary boost in strength. Afterward, his muscles often ached for days.

With Grainger out of harm’s way, Barrett stood his ground at the base of the stairs, staring down the approaching rift and wondering if this was his moment, his chance to prove he was worthy of the Walker name… to prove he wasn’t a coward.

He remembered as if were yesterday the day Gideon disappeared into the San Diego warehouse rift. Pinned beneath a pile of collapsed lumber, Barrett had been helpless to aid Gideon in that critical moment of crossing, not knowing if he would ever see his brother again. Though Gideon had returned from that crossing, those lost moments had been costly. Something had died within Gideon. Soon afterward he’d abandoned the Walkers and their way of life. Barrett blamed himself for that. He should have crossed with Gideon, stood at his side in the darkness. We walk in shadows, damn it, he thought angrily. And I failed him.

This time was different.

He was ready.

No excuses.

Shards and slivers of wood from the exploding stairs pelted his face. He winced but stood firm. “C’mon!” he shouted.

“Barrett, no!” Liana called. “It’s too small! Logan!”

“Stay back!”

They didn’t listen.

Out of the corner of his eye, Barrett saw Logan rushing toward him but wouldn’t allow himself to be distracted at the critical moment. “No!”

The kid was smart enough to know he lacked the upper body strength to shove Barrett out of the way. Instead he drove his shoulder into the back of Barrett’s knees, buckling them.

His defensive stance compromised, Barrett abandoned his plans for a solitary showdown with the rift. He grabbed Logan around the chest and hurled both of them clear of the path of destruction. He flung Logan aside and jumped to his feet, tracking the rift as it collided with the dining room table and seemed to chew up and spit out one of the legs. The back of a mahogany chair ruptured and then the darkness was gone.

Logan approached from the other side of the room, rubbing a sore elbow, which he’d probably dinged when Barrett tossed him across the room. A wide-eyed Fallon—when had she joined the chaos?—walked over to Logan as if grateful for a friendly face.

Barrett looked angrily from Logan to Liana. “Why did you stop me?”

Liana clung to a trembling, sobbing Chelsea and stared back at Barrett defiantly. “That rift was too damn small to cross and you know it.”

“I could have made it!”

“Like hell!”

“It was my choice to make!”

“We work as a team. If you have a death wish, kindly leave us out of it.”

“You need me here,” Barrett said stubbornly. “This family needs me.”

“We need fighters,” Liana said, her tone more reasonable, “not martyrs.”

“That’s not—! I’m not…” Barrett sighed, feeling the familiar wave of depression and exhaustion that inevitably followed overdrive. “Oh, hell.” He walked toward the front door.

“Just a minute,” the chief of police called. He’d been following their argument with interest, but with each exchange the confusion on his face had grown.

Barrett wasn’t in the mood for answering a bunch of questions. “I just saved your ass, chief,” he said to Grainger. “How about cutting me some slack?”

“Look, buddy,” Grainger said. “I don’t care about your family squabbles.” He nodded toward Chelsea. “This girl’s mother and brother were killed and I need answers now.”

“You think we’re responsible for that?”

“You charged in here with a sword for Christ’s sake, and this one”—he pointed to Liana—“tried to run me down. Either you were accessories to this… butchery or you knew it was about to happen. Either way, you don’t get a free pass.”

“Fine. You want answers, join the family debrief,” Barrett said as he turned back to the door. “Or shoot me in the back. At this point, I don’t really care.”


Chapter 23

As the Hadenford chief of police, Travis Grainger was accustomed to being in control of situations. When others panicked, his was the cool head navigating through the crisis. People counted on him and he had no problem bearing that responsibility. He had a practical approach to life and his career. Took things one day at a time. Handled problems as they arose. Not to say he didn’t plan for contingencies. Far from it. Part of his job was to plan for every imaginable emergency. And that was the problem, because nothing in his police training or in his regular departmental strategy sessions could have prepared him for what he’d witnessed this evening.

He hated to admit it, even to himself, but what he’d experienced less than two hour ago had rattled him to the core, spreading condemnation-class fissures in the foundation of his rational worldview. Nothing rational could explain the things he’d seen. His first instinct was to reject what he’d witnessed, to disbelieve his own senses. His gut told him to throw the whole damn Walker family into a holding cell and lose the paperwork. But that was fear talking. Fear of the unknown. Ultimately, that was what he had rejected. A quiet, contemplative corner of his consciousness had overruled the irrational fear and the churning nausea in his stomach. Locking the Walkers in a forgotten cell would not make the madness go away. On the contrary, their absence might give whatever… thing had come out of that darkness free reign over Hadenford. Deep down he didn’t believe they had abetted it, assisted it in any way. They’d been there to stop it, to protect the Conrad family. Barrett Walker had, with great disregard for his own safety, placed himself between Grainger and the thing that had tried to kill him. But what was it? And how did the Walkers know it would be there? Nagging questions.

Compounding Grainger’s fear of this particular unknown was the uncomfortable knowledge that his bullets—a policeman’s weapons of last resort—had done little more than irritate the thing the Walkers referred to as the Outsider. But the Outsider didn’t have the monopoly on strangeness this evening. Even before he’d glimpsed the creature—and that’s how he thought of it—Grainger had witnessed the strange abilities of the Walkers themselves. Discounting the spectacle of a man wielding a sword on a suburban street in the early part of the twenty-first century, Grainger had seen the woman, Liana, cast some sort of spell on him, using golden glowing tattoos on her arms and a language he’d never heard before. Then Barrett Walker had become a blur of motion. Grainger’s fellow officers would think he was crazy if he told them he saw the man dodge a bullet… but that was the impression he had of the incident outside the Conrad home. And inside the house, again with the sword, Barrett had become a blur of motion, engaged in a lightning-fast duel with a creature out of a fever dream. Grainger had been unable to focus on Barrett’s movements, almost as if intermittent stroboscopic flashes revealed him in a series of disconnected images.

That he questioned his own sanity was the one reason Grainger knew he wasn’t insane. From what he’d read, the truly insane never consider the possibility of their own madness. But maybe that was simply a bit of homespun hokum. Maybe he was stark raving mad after all.

Before succumbing to doubts about his mental stability, Grainger had turned the crime scene over to his shift sergeant, Tony Delarosa, and to senior patrolwoman Lacy Novak with instructions to keep the press and any curious neighbors as far from the grisly slaughter as possible. He’d waited for the county ME to rule out a sword as a murder weapon, then followed the Walkers back to their house in his police cruiser. Actually, Calvin Scarborough had allowed for the possibility of a sword having been involved in the mutilation of Chad Conrad, but one small detail seemed to exonerate Barrett Walker: Chad’s severed arms were missing. Swallowed by that weird fucking black hole, Grainger thought with a shudder.

Now Grainger sat in the cluttered downstairs office of the Walker family patriarch and, while introductions were past, Grainger had yet to enumerate his growing list of questions for these strange people. Ambrose Walker had insisted they wait until everyone had a cup of coffee and a chance to gather their thoughts. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before Liana Walker returned from the kitchen with a serving tray, bearing regular coffee for Ambrose and Grainger, decaf for Barrett and herbal tea for herself.

Grainger took a perfunctory sip, then placed the mug on the desk, slapped his thighs in a let’s-get-down-to-business gesture and said, “Okay, now—”

Ambrose held up a hand to interrupt the question.

“What?”

Ambrose looked away from him to address Liana. “The youngsters?”

“Still in the kitchen,” she said. “Logan and Fallon are comforting Chelsea, as much as possible given the circumstances. She’s better but clearly in a state of shock.”

“Other family?”

“Father, remarried, out on the west coast.”

“Will he come for her?”

Liana nodded. “I made the call. He’s dropping everything to catch the first flight. Should be here tomorrow. I told him she could stay with us overnight. She says there’s no way she can ever go back to ‘that house.’ That’s what she called it, ‘that house.’ She can’t leave Hadenford soon enough.”

Grainger leaned forward. “I need to question her about… everything.”

Ambrose placed his elbows on the desk and steepled his fingers. “Chief Grainger, she is not a witness in the traditional sense.”

“What are you talking about?” Grainger said. “She was right there when it happened!”

“When her mother and brother were brutally murdered?”

“Yes!”

“You know this?”

“Of course,” Grainger said. “What’s your point?”

Ambrose spread his arms as if the answer were self-evident. “What more could she possibly tell you?”

“What more…?” Grainger shook his head in disbelief. It was obvious, it was… what? “But she saw…”

“Yes?”

Grainger took a deep breath and blew it out forcefully. “She’s…”

“A survivor,” Barrett said. “One out of three.”

Liana cradled her tea mug between both hands, as if for warmth. After taking a sip, she said, “We’re not keeping score.”

Barrett cast an irritated look her way, but said nothing.

Very hard on himself, Grainger realized. He saved Chelsea Conrad, but that’s not good enough for him. He sees only the negatives.

“Unless the young woman crossed,” Ambrose said, “she will have little useful information for us.”

“Us?”

“Our investigation is a bit beyond the scope of traditional law enforcement.”

“Your investigation? So that’s what you people are, investigators?” Grainger directed his gaze at Barrett. “You told me you were in security.”

“I am.” Barrett shrugged. “In a manner of speaking.”

“We’re a… full-service shop,” Ambrose said with a twinkle in his watery-blue eyes. “Detection, prevention, investigation, infiltration and, when necessary, extermination.”

“Uh-huh,” Grainger said, nodding skeptically. “Don’t suppose you’re licensed.”

“We’re a self-regulating body,” Barrett said. “We prefer no outside interference.”

“Sounds like a cult.”

“We keep to ourselves,” Ambrose said. He glanced back and forth between Barrett and Liana with an arched eyebrow. “Usually.”

“I tried to slow him down,” Liana said.

“After he tried to stop me,” Barrett said, anger flaring. “If he hadn’t whipped out his gun, I might have been able to—!”

Grainger sprang out of his chair. “You were kicking down a door, carrying a sword. What was I supposed to do?”

“Get the hell out of my way!”

“I’m the chief of police, damn it!”

“Gentlemen,” Ambrose said. “Please calm yourselves. Chief Grainger is guilty of ignorance, nothing more.”

“But he—!”

“Don’t fault the man for doing what he believed was right.”

“It was right,” Grainger snapped. “I still have half a mind to—!”

“Half sounds about right!” Barrett pushed himself out of his armchair to pace the office like a caged jungle cat.

“Enough!” Ambrose shouted. “This is getting us nowhere.” After a few moments passed in silence, Ambrose continued, “And, frankly, Chief Grainger, we need to decide what to do about you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Let me put it in terms the chief can understand,” Barrett said tightly. He glared at Grainger. “This problem is way out of your jurisdiction.”

“But not out of yours?”

“You got that right.”

Liana heaved a frustrated sigh. “Is this pissing contest soon over?” Grainger and Barrett stared at her. “There’s a young woman two rooms away who watched her mother and brother die horribly. And the two of you are arguing about jurisdiction?”

“Fine,” Grainger said, looking from her to Ambrose and pointedly ignoring Barrett. “You’re the experts. Tell me what you know about this… about what happened.”

“Too much and too little,” Ambrose said with a slight sigh of his own. “Our line has been… dealing with these rifts for thousands of years.”

“Rifts?” Grainger said, sitting up straighter. “You said something about Chelsea crossing? Crossing this rift?”

“It is possible to enter the rifts,” Ambrose allowed.

With a pointed glare at Liana, Barrett said, “That’s what I was trying to do when Logan tackled me.”

Liana rolled her eyes in exasperation but directed her response to Ambrose. “The rift was too small to cross. He’d have lost a foot or a hand, possibly his head, not that he’d miss that.”

Grainger snorted. “Lost how?”

“Like the Conrad boy’s arms,” Liana said. “Rifts are volatile.”

“What exactly is a rift? It looked dark, like some kind of intelligent shadow.”

“Dark, yes,” Ambrose said. “But not always. Some might appear as heat waves above the asphalt. A ripple in the air, a shimmer across our reality. This one, so far, manifests as darkness. Not intelligent, but directed, perhaps, by the force responsible for the breach.”

“Somebody created it?”

“Not someone,” Liana said. “Something.”

“An Outsider,” Barrett said grimly.

“You keep saying that. What’s an Outsider?”

Ambrose frowned. “Something from outside our world, beyond our reality.”

“Imaginary?”

“No,” Ambrose said. “Quite real, but not reality as we know it. Another dimension or a layer, if you will, of the multiverse.”

“Multiverse?”

“There are a multitude of universes,” Ambrose said. “All of them, each and every possible universe is part of the multiverse. A collection—the collection—of universes.”

“Like… parallel dimensions? Alternate history. Universes where the Germans won the Second World War or where dinosaurs never became extinct and humans still live in trees.”

“Along those lines,” Ambrose said. “But rarely anything so… tidy or recognizable. Some of these universes are strange and wonderful while others are antithetical and violent.”

Grainger began to chuckle.

“Something amusing?” Barrett asked.

“Don’t suppose you have any proof?”

Ambrose frowned. “I was under the assumption you had, earlier this evening, already witnessed the proof of all this.”

“I saw something,” Grainger admitted. “No clue what it was, other than pitch black. But I didn’t see Oz or Neverland or Narnia in there. Just darkness and some sort of clawed tentacle.”

“Pick up any book on mythology or folklore,” Ambrose said, “and you’ll have your proof. Sketches and descriptions of creatures—Outsiders—who managed to cross over.”

Grainger laughed. “Are you talking about unicorns and fairies and dragons?”

Ambrose sighed again. “Failures, all of them.”

“Whose failures?”

“Ours,” Ambrose said. “Walker failures. We were late getting to the rift, late sealing it, late in rounding up the Outsiders. Rifts were much more common hundred of years ago and we couldn’t be everywhere at once.”

Grainger stopped laughing. “You’re telling me all those things are—were—real?”

The twinkle was back in Ambrose’s eyes. “Once upon a time,” he said. “Yes.”

“Then where are they now?”

“Dead or returned to their rightful place in the multiverse.”

“What about the bones, the… fossil record?”

“When the Outsiders die in our world,” Liana said, “barring special circumstances, their remains fade away.”

“How convenient,” Grainger said skeptically.

“Yes,” Ambrose said. “Quite convenient, actually.”

“Remember the claw I hacked off?” Barrett said.

Grainger paused and nodded slowly. The severed claw had fallen to the blood-soaked carpet and, a moment later, faded away. “Some kind of illusion. Gotta be.”

“What about the dismembered corpses the Outsider left behind?” Ambrose said. “More illusion?”

Grainger blew out his breath, defeated, and slumped in his chair. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Then perhaps you should listen,” Ambrose advised gently. After a long sip of coffee, he clasped his hands together on his desk. “For thousands of years we—that is, various branches of the Walker family throughout the world—have been responsible for finding and sealing rifts in our, as some would call it, space-time continuum. Please don’t ask me why we do this because I don’t have a definitive answer for you. If there is a real answer to that question, it is as old as recorded time and maybe older. Perhaps a Walker was the first human to witness a rift, or at least the first human witness to do something about it. Over the course of millennia and thousands of rifts, we have become the de facto experts.

“Sometimes—quite often, actually—creatures from these other planes, beings we refer to collectively as Outsiders, have crossed over to our world. Some are harmless, or appear so, while some are violent or otherwise dangerous. And yet all of them represent instability in the multiverse, or rather an extension of the instability inherent in the nature of the rifts themselves. You might think of rifts as lesions on the plane of our existence and the Outsiders as invading, infectious bodies.”

“And the Walkers take it upon themselves to kill these infections and heal the wound?” Grainger asked.

“Kill if we must,” Ambrose said. “Return if we are able. As I said, not all Outsiders are violent. Some might even appear pleasant or wholesome. These we try to return peaceably to their continuum.”

“Like the leprechauns,” Barrett said with a wry grin. “Tried to bribe us with pots of gold before we drove them out of the Emerald Isle.”

“Leprechauns? You drove them out—?”

“Well, not personally,” Barrett amended. “That was before our time.” He glanced at Ambrose and muttered, “Mostly.”

Ambrose frowned and cleared his throat. “You must understand that gold is much more abundant in the leprechaun’s true realm. Planned to use it to wheedle their way into our society—and nearly succeeded.” Ambrose chuckled. “The bribe was kind of humorous, actually. Like a beachcomber offering to pay with barrels of sand.”

“You have barrels of sand—gold, I mean?”

“We’ve had generous patrons in times past,” Ambrose said. “Wealthy families, emperors, governments, religious institutions. All have recognized the importance of our mission. Recent times have been the most difficult… but I stray from my point. It was the leprechauns themselves with the ‘beaches’ of gold. Not that we would keep their gold in our dimension, despite it’s similarity to our gold. Ultimately, we believe any being or object from another dimension could prove dangerous to ours.”

“Better safe than sorry?”

“Exactly,” Ambrose said, wagging his finger in agreement. “I might add that sometimes the rifts themselves appear benign, with no apparent deleterious effects on our plane. Nevertheless, we treat them all as eventually harmful.”

“Like radioactive substances,” Grainger suggested. “The longer the half-life, the less dangerous.”

“Possibly,” Ambrose said. “While we can’t confirm that all rifts are eventually dangerous, we operate under that assumption.”

“Same principle,” Liana said. “Why risk inaction?”

“What if these rifts are part of the grand design?” Grainger said, playing devil’s—or nature’s—advocate.

“Like the proliferation of weeds?” Ambrose asked. “Rust? Rot and decay?”

“Rot and decay serve a purpose,” Grainger said. “Compost heaps. Renewal and rebirth.”

Ambrose acknowledged his point with an impatient nod and said, “Forgive us if we choose not to gamble the fate of human existence on the benevolence of transdimensional entropy.”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

From where she stood leaning against the doorjamb, Liana flashed a wry smile. “Unchecked, the grand design might exclude us,” she said. “We choose to ‘rage against the dying of the light.’”

“Dylan Thomas,” Grainger said. “Not a Walker, was he?”

“In spirit, I think,” she said.

“Liana’s right,” Ambrose said. “The multiverse might consider us selfish, but it’s as simple and as powerful as self-preservation. Species survival.”

“That may explain why you do what you do,” Grainger said, “but not how.”

Barrett grunted. “By any means necessary.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Grainger said, then directed his question to Ambrose. “From what I’ve seen of these two”—he nodded toward Barrett and Liana—“they aren’t exactly standard issue human.”

Liana seemed amused. “You think we’re Outsiders?”

“I don’t know what to think. But what I saw wasn’t normal. Not by a stretch.”

Ambrose frowned. “You observed… abilities, right?”

Grainger nodded. “He—Barrett dodged a bullet.”

“Perception,” Ambrose said, “is a powerful thing.”

“And when he fought that… Outsider he was a blur of motion—literally a blur of motion. And she”—he turned in his chair to face Liana, who gave him a cheery little wave—“cast some sort of spell on me, almost put me to sleep.”

“Must be slipping,” Liana said. “You should have been out cold.”

Ambrose heaved a sigh. “We have a saying,” Ambrose said to Grainger. “Discretion is the better part of Walkers.”

“I wasn’t showing off,” Liana said. “If he had fallen asleep, he wouldn’t have seen Barrett do his thing and, besides, he wouldn’t have remembered anything anyway.”

“Unfortunate, but it happens.”

“What happens?”

“Resistance,” Ambrose said. “Some humans resist forms of what one might call enchantment. If you were normal, we likely wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

Grainger’s jaw set. “But we are.”

“We have theories,” Ambrose said. “About the abilities in our line. One possibility is that sensitives—those exhibiting or unnaturally aware of these abilities— are drawn to each other, natural pairings, and that our talents appear and proliferate through basic genetic determination. As a very recent example, Logan and Fallon appear to have been drawn to each other.”

“You said that’s one possibility,” Grainger reminded him. “What’s another?”

“You spoke of exposure to radioactive elements earlier,” Ambrose said. “Well, it so happens that for generations upon generations we have considered the possibility that our family’s exposure to rifts, our nearness to them, and our occasional crossing through them, may have… altered us in some ways, giving us pan-dimensional advantages in our ongoing fight.”

“So there are personal benefits to this war of yours?”

“Hardly,” Barrett said bitterly.

“What…?” Grainger asked, confused by Barrett’s strong reaction.

“The Walker line has endured,” Ambrose explained, “but at great cost. Our numbers have dwindled to their lowest at a time when we receive no outside support or patronage. Fortunately, rift activity has been light recently.”

“How recently?”

Ambrose shrugged. “The last two centuries, certainly. Science and rational thought have convinced most people there is nothing to fear but the criminals among us and our own self-destructive impulses. Sometimes I believe the Walker line is destined to end when the rifts are no more. And that such a time is coming.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “But other times, I fear that the rifts will continue after we are gone, that this lull in rift activity is temporary, dangerously comforting in a strange way. I have a recurring nightmare—and with Walkers, nightmares are not so easily dismissed as subconscious whimsy—that in fifty or a hundred years the human race will see a surge in rift activity and be helpless to counter it. A time when, as you say, the grand design has its way with us.”

“We’re all pretty much agreed,” Liana said with a lopsided grin. “Ambrose is not much for pep talks.”

“A de-motivational speaker,” Grainger said and grinned back at her.

Liana snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “Something for him to fall back on.”

“Nonsense,” Ambrose said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “What do I always say? Hmm? Semper spes est. There is always hope.”

“I thought you were trying to convince us,” Barrett said. “Not yourself.”

“Let’s forget about prognosticating nightmares for a second,” Grainger said, “and talk about this particular rift. Obviously not benevolent.”

“Malevolent,” Ambrose said. “Pure malevolence. Not the rift itself, but the Outsider behind it, the one who is attempting to cross. Rifts are non-sentient phenomena.”

“Unintelligent?”

“Unintelligent and unaware, but not always random,” Ambrose said. “Sometimes they are controlled or directed by Outsiders.”

“Outsiders create them?”

“Few are powerful enough to create rifts,” Ambrose said. “Usually it’s a matter of convenience.”

“Meaning?”

“They hijack them,” Barrett said.

“Or, like a surfer catching a wave,” Liana added.

Ambrose grunted doubtfully. “If your would-be surfer was capable of directing the course of the waves.”

“Directing how?”

“Mystically,” Ambrose said.

“Mystical surfboards,” Liana said, smiling whimsically.

“Magic is a form of energy,” Ambrose explained. “In other dimensions, magic is easier to find and wield than it is in our own. Present-day science may not be able to explain or understand rifts, but magic is adaptable, and its efficacy in this regard depends on the skill of the user.”

“What it comes down to,” Liana said, becoming serious for a moment, “is that rifts are changeable by nature, in a constant state of flux or impermanence, and their volatility responds to the subtle influences of magical energy.”

“A rift occurs when the barrier—the resistance—between dimensions becomes unstable, a sort of transdimensional flashpoint,” Ambrose said. “Generally, rifts are short-lived. But sometimes they stay open long enough and become big enough that Outsiders cross into our dimension. We use magic to seal rifts, but Outsiders sometimes employ magic to keep them open, to widen them.”

“What happens if ordinary humans cross over into another dimension?”

“Rare but it happens,” Ambrose said grimly. “Some we are able to rescue. Some are never heard from again.”

“But you’ve done it?” Grainger asked. “The Walkers have crossed?” He pointed to Barrett. “You tried to do it.”

“We’re trained professionals,” Barrett said.

“Barrett jokes,” Ambrose said, “but there is more than a glimmer of truth in what he says. As a rule, we are sensitive to the appearance of rifts. And those of us who wield magic are able to influence their appearance and duration.”

“What was Barrett hoping to accomplish by crossing this rift?”

“Ridding our world of that world’s evil,” Barrett said before Ambrose could answer for him. “Taking the fight to the Outsider. Rather than risk it crossing over to our side and running loose.”

“What makes you think it’s evil?” Grainger asked him.

“What makes you think it’s not?”

Was it right to judge something from another dimension based on human morality? “Wouldn’t evil be dimensionally subjective?”

“You were there. You saw what it did to Chelsea’s family.”

Grainger’s mind flashed back to the gruesome scene in the upstairs hallway at the Conrad house. “Right. No argument there.”

“Good, because once it chose to invade our dimension, its own morality became irrelevant,” Barrett said.

“I have to admit, I’m having a hard time reconciling myself to all this… knowledge,” Grainger said. “I can’t deny what I saw, what I experienced. Suppose we should be glad it’s over.”

“What are you talking about?” Barrett asked. “Nothing’s over.”

“The rift closed on its own,” Grainger said. “Volatile, remember? It’s gone.”

Ambrose was already shaking his head. “This evening wasn’t this particular rift’s first appearance,” he said. “Nor will it be the last.”

“Not the first?” A grim thought filled Grainger’s mind as he made a sudden unavoidable connection. “The car accident last night. The white Mustang. That was…?”

Ambrose nodded. “The dark rift’s first appearance.”

“Those teenaged boys,” Grainger shook his head. “Hardly anything left of their bodies. Christ, we didn’t know what to make of it!”

“The Outsider has an appetite for the destruction of human flesh.”

“Why do you think it’s coming back?”

“It has the power to direct the rift,” Ambrose said. “That power will grow.”

“How can you be sure it’s not random?”

“The steps,” Barrett said. “Whatever’s on the other side of that rift came after me in a straight line, right down those steps, destroying each and every one of them to show me how pissed off it was.”

“Carnifex, according to Thalia,” Ambrose said. “Messor Carnis. Reaper of Flesh.”

Liana pushed herself away from the doorjamb and took a couple steps closer to the desk, and absently hugged herself as if to ward off a chill only she felt. “Thalia told you this?”

Ambrose nodded. “She senses a deeper darkness within this rift, what our ancestors may have experienced as a manifestation of hell.”

“Hell? As in flames and unending torment?” Grainger asked uncomfortably. “That hell?”

“Yes.”

“Hell is another dimension?”

Barrett smirked. “C’mon, Grainger, where were you expecting to find hell? A few hundred miles underground?”

“Never really thought about it.”

“Hell’s dimensional locus is irrelevant, gentlemen,” Ambrose said. “Because hell is tired of waiting. It has found a way to come for us. And I’m afraid it’s only a matter of time before Carnifex widens the rift enough to permit his passage into our world.”


Chapter 24

Logan watched from across the kitchen table as Fallon wrapped a comforting arm around the shoulders of Chelsea Conrad, who remained disconsolate if no longer hysterical. Separated from the young women by the width of the table, Logan imagined the gulf between them as something unbridgeable. The Walkers were an island unto themselves in the sea of humanity. Occasionally, under extraordinary circumstances, a normal human washed up on their shores. And this is what usually happens, Logan thought bitterly as Chelsea wiped the tracks of tears from her face with crumpled tissues.

“I’m sorry,” Logan said again, having lost count of how many times those words had passed his lips this evening. “About everything.”

Without seeming to have heard Logan’s apology, Chelsea looked at Fallon and spoke softly. “That—thing, it… it raped her.”

“What—what do you mean?” Fallon asked, casting a concerned glance at Logan.

Chelsea stared down at the tabletop and spoke in a voice raw with emotion, on the verge of losing control again. “It… brutalized my mother. But it… it raped her too. Like it knew about… because she was bleeding from… and”—she nodded quickly—“you didn’t see but I… I sensed a—I don’t know—a malevolence. That was my mother’s fear, that she would… she always—” She sobbed. “But how could it know? I mean, is it evil? How could it know?”

Logan spoke cautiously. “Know what, Chelsea?”

“When my mother was in college,” Chelsea said hesitantly, “she was…”

Fallon completed her pained sentence. “Raped? You mom was raped?”

Chelsea nodded. “She always worried… I mean, that was probably her greatest fear.”

“That it would happen again,” Logan guessed.

Again Chelsea nodded, without making eye contact. “After it happened, she dropped out of college. And they never caught the guy. Sometimes she would have nightmares. She’d be screaming and I’d wake up and run to her.” Finally Chelsea looked up at them. “She was always afraid he would come back,” she said, “that he would rape her again and… kill her.”

Logan pressed the fingers of both hands to his trembling lips. His stomach was performing flips and bile surged up his throat. He winced, but tried to calm his reaction.

“Don’t you see?” Chelsea asked.

Logan nodded.

Fallon looked back and forth between them, confused.

“Whatever that thing was,” Chelsea said, “it knew what she feared, what gave her nightmares. Somehow it knew. And that’s how it attacked her. But why? Please tell me why it had to—!”

Logan sighed. “Because you’re right,” he said. “It is evil.”

“Yes, it’s vicious and violent and deadly. All of those things,” Fallon said. “But how can you know that it’s evil?”

“I just know,” Logan said. “Trust me.”

Her eyes brimming with fresh tears, Chelsea suddenly glared at Logan. “You son of a bitch!” She shook her head in outraged disbelief. “You knew!”

“Chelsea, I—”

Chelsea glared at Fallon long enough to ask, “He knew, didn’t he?” Fallon was momentarily stunned, her mouth agape. Before she could form a reply, Chelsea pointed an accusing finger at Logan. “That’s why you were acting weird after school! And hanging around my house! You sick bastard,” she said with revulsion.

Fallon finally found her voice. “Chelsea, you’re wrong about—”

“No. I’m right,” Chelsea said. “You don’t really know him.”

“Neither do you.”

“Look at him,” Chelsea said. “Guilt all over his face. He’s some kind of freak! A ghoulish Peeping Tom who gets his kicks from—”

“I’m outta here,” Logan said, knocking over his chair as he sprang away from the table. Fallon called after him, but he ignored her. Jaw clenched, he strode across the kitchen and out the back door. After crossing the wide deck, he triggered the wall-mounted motion-detecting lights. Despite the sudden illumination, he stumbled down the wooden stairs and plopped down on the last step. He clenched his trembling hands together and pressed them against his knees.

It’s not her fault, Logan told himself. It wasn’t guilt that she’d seen on his face. It was regret. He understood how Barrett could consider the evening a failure even though they had saved Chelsea. It’s not enough, he thought. It’s never enough.

Logan dug his heel into the grass and stared off into the night sky. Lost in his thoughts, he at first didn’t hear the slight creaking of footfalls on the steps behind and above him. Then Fallon spoke in a low, measured voice, full of sympathy. “It’s not your fault.”

“Right,” Logan said, then started to rise. “You didn’t leave her… alone?”

“Relax,” Fallon said. She sat beside him on the bottom step after pushing down on his shoulder. “Your sister is with her.”

“Liana?”

“The other one,” Fallon said. “Thalia.”

“That might not be such a good idea.”

Fallon caught his arm as he started to rise again. “It’s okay,” she said, speaking with some strange assurance. “They seem fine together.”

Logan nodded, but said nothing.

“I tried to explain to Chelsea what happened,” Fallon said. “About the… premonition you had. But, I don’t know, I guess it’s hard to understand.”

“Tell me about it.”

“She’s just so angry right now.”

“She has a right to be angry,” Logan said. “Lost her mother and brother. The Outsider slaughtered her family but how is she supposed to… process that? She needs someone real to blame.”

“The nearest human target?”

“Actually, you were closer,” Logan said with a wry smile. “But I’m the weird one, right?”

“Be that as it may,” she said with an attempt at playfulness, “I told her she was wrong to blame you. That you were trying to help.”

“I can fight my own battles.”

“Is that what you were doing?” Fallon asked, one eyebrow arched. “Looked more like running away from a battle.”

“She’s been through enough,” Logan said. “She doesn’t need to deal with my issues.”

“You saved her life, Logan,” Fallon said seriously. “Shouldn’t you—shouldn’t she—be grateful for that?”

“Did I save her life?”

“What do you mean? You told me you saw…?”

“Don’t you get it?” Logan asked. “What I see or feel or sense—all of it—it’s never enough. I never know exactly what it means or how to deal with the warnings. What’s the point of having this ability if I couldn’t save her mother and brother?”

Fallon was quiet for a moment, staring into the same darkness beyond the backyard. The grass extended a hundred feet or more across the level yard to an uneven line of trees, like sentinels guarding the house, a natural border instead of a fence to mark the property line with geometric precision. Fallon sighed. “You can’t save everyone, Logan,” she said softly. “Nobody can carry that burden. Nobody should have to.”

“I don’t know,” Logan said, his voice trailing off in the night. “Sometimes…” Logan shook his head, reluctant to give voice to his fear.

She turned his face toward hers. “Tell me.”

He looked into her remarkable green eyes and for a moment he was lost and found at the same time, overwhelmed with the mingled sensations of isolation and peace and comfort. And the touch of her fingers on his cheek was warm and electric and riveting. “Sometimes,” he whispered, “I think the only reason for my ability is to slowly drive me insane.”

She smiled at him and the warmth of that genuine concern made him feel foolish for doubting himself. “You know that’s not true.”

“I do?”

“I need to believe in you,” she said, then made a sweeping gesture with her arm back toward the house. “I need to believe in all of this. Because I need to believe… that my mother was wrong.” Fallon worked her left hand between his interlaced fingers and grasped his right hand with hers. “The way she was, she thought she was alone in the world. And… it destroyed her.”

Logan watched a tear course down her cheek, glistening in the moonlight, and wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t know what to say. He’d lost his parents, but to different circumstances. One by chance; one by choice. Speechless, he squeezed her hand and managed to utter the insignificant words again. “I’m sorry.”

She sniffed, looked at him with a speculative cant to her head and braved a smile. “Have you ever considered there’s another reason you’re here in Hadenford?”

Logan chuckled. “Since the moment I arrived.”

“Why is that funny?”

“Just something Ambrose is always saying,” Logan explained. “Wheels within wheels. Cosmological machinery. He’s a great believer in destiny.”

“Way too abstract for me,” Fallon said. “I prefer the here and now”—she raised their clasped hands—“and this.”

“And nothing more?”

She shook her head and quirked a grin. “No guarantees.”

“None?”

“Each given moment.”

Their faces were close. Her gaze was intense, almost mesmerizing. Logan thought he should kiss her, if only to break the spell she’d cast over him. But before he could lean toward her, the motion-detecting spotlights winked out, casting them in abrupt darkness.

Logan turned his face back to the yard, the trees, and the greater darkness beyond. Somehow he’d lost his moment. An instant of hesitation and it was gone. When he spoke next, his voice was hushed, as if in deference to the darkness. “It’s out there.”

She shuddered and leaned against him. “Can it find us?”

“Not yet.”

“But soon?”

“Maybe,” Logan said, not wishing to alarm her. “Possibly…”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Hard to keep secrets from you,” Logan said.

“Remember that,” she said dramatically. “Now tell me.”

“I explained how sometimes I can sense the rifts and the Outsiders,” Logan said, “but what I neglected to say was: it works both ways.”

“Meaning they can sense you?”

“Not me specifically,” Logan said. “But Walkers and other people who have…”

“Abilities?” she asked. “Like me.”

“Not all of them,” Logan added quickly. “Some—a few. Occasionally.”

A breeze stirred the line of trees, creating a creak of branches and a shushing of leaves, whispers of a coming storm.

Fallon squeezed his hand. “Maybe we should go back inside.”


Chapter 25

Paul Mouratidis jogged at night to escape the heat. An hour or two after dinner and he would set out on his seven-mile course through the neighboring developments of Hadenford. Rather than risk twisting his ankles on the cracked and uneven sidewalks caused by burgeoning tree roots, he preferred to jog in the street, alongside the rows of parked cars. He marked his sleeveless shirt front and back with a reflective-tape X, sharing the old joke with his wife that he hoped late-night drivers wouldn’t consider it a bull’s-eye or a challenge.

Some evenings he jogged with his MP3 player clipped to his waistband, listening to classical music on the headphones to help pass the time. But this night he’d been in a hurry, hoping to finish his jog before the predicted thunderstorms rolled in. He hadn’t even stretched beforehand, risking a bit of stiffness in the morning.

Instead of jogging to the peaceful precision of a classical piece, he made do with the percussive combo of the slap-slap of his running shoes in counterpoint to the regular chuffing of his breath.

A breeze swirled around him, spinning an aluminum soda can fitfully against the curb and driving forward a chewing gum wrapper and a crumpled single-serving potato chip bag. He strode past a Buick sedan with a ticking engine, radiating its own heat into the muggy night. But the driver had departed. Paul thought the streets seemed unnaturally deserted for the hour and wondered if he’d been a bit hardheaded for attempting to outrace a storm. Until he reached the halfway point, he always had the option of heading back early. In all his years of jogging, he’d been caught in downpours on more than one occasion. No big deal, he thought. Might even cool me off.

The regularly-spaced street lights cast pale pools of light at predictable intervals, dispelling the darkness and depriving the night of absolute victory. To pass the time, he began to count the lampposts. When the soft patter of rain interrupted his mental exercise, he wondered if he should turn back, to possibly make it home before the downpours began in earnest.  If he turned back, he estimated the roundtrip would be about five miles, two miles short of his goal. Because the wind was at his back, he reasoned that the heavy storms were behind him, so he had nothing to gain by returning home ahead of schedule. If he stayed ahead of the storm, there was the slight chance it would veer away from him, sparing him the worst of it. Wishful thinking, he knew, but he picked up his pace anyway.

A peach-colored flyer advertising the Bridget Bane concert this weekend at the Renaissance Mall skittered across the road in front of him and fluttered against a storm drain before spinning away beneath a red Mitsubishi SUV.

Around him, the rain began to fall with more authority, sweeping ahead of him like wind-driven ranks of liquid infantry. The blacktop transformed from an oily glaze to a glistening, shimmering surface. The crisp slap-slap of his running shoes gradually became a wet plop-plop as gathering puddles momentarily dispersed under each regular footfall.

Despite the increasingly sodden nature of his running attire and the rain streaming down his face, arms and legs, the relentless patterns of rainfall mesmerized him, seemingly urging a faster pace, to match the rhythm of the storm’s impatient drumbeat. He found himself running harder and developing a kind of tunnel vision that excluded everything except the liquid fractal designs before him.

Because of this short-sighted fascination with nature’s mathematical whimsy, he failed to notice a dark area absent of rain patterns until it had moved into position in front of him, blocking his intended path. As his gaze swept across this section of utter blackness awaiting him, he registered its odd qualities but was running too fast to completely avoid it. Black… emptiness, he thought.

Rather than striking a surface, the raindrops seemed to vanish at the apparent point of contact. That oddity served to delineate the shape and outline of the emptiness, like an untouchable oblong scar in the middle of the road.

A rational explanation popped into Paul’s mind—sinkhole—and he tried to leap across it.

He was confident his long stride would carry him safely to the other side, but he made one small miscalculation.

The “sinkhole” moved.

As he leapt over it, the emptiness tracked him, sliding beneath his projected landing point.

Alarmed at the wrongness of the movement, the apparent shift in reality beneath his feet, he flung his long arms outward and was jarred as they slammed against the slick blacktop. The entire length of his legs and torso dangled into the pitch dark of the emptiness. A panicked glance over his shoulder revealed nothing but a black void. For all he could make out in the impenetrable darkness, the sinkhole might as well have been bottomless.

Ridiculous, he thought, again rationally.

Of course, he’d seen pictures on television and in newspapers showing sinkholes deep enough to have swallowed cars, but those holes had bottoms. Every one of them.

Even if he slid down the side he would be able to scrabble out or call for help… so why did he have the nerve-rattling sensation that he needed to climb out immediately. Some primal, vestigial warning system deep in his brain had awakened and seemed to be screaming at him to flee. And he was trying. But his legs flailed below him without finding purchase, as if the sinkhole had no sides. He supported his weight on nothing more than his bare, scraped forearms.

At first he tried to hoist himself up with his arms alone, but the rain had made the road surface slick. He needed something to grab to pull himself up, but other than a few smooth pebbles and a rusty metal washer, there was nothing within arm’s reach. Next he tried to swing sideways and throw his right leg over the lip of the sinkhole. But too much of his body hung beneath the surface and each broad motion caused him to slip a little. His forearms were barely over the lip of the hole and trembling with fatigue. Abandoning his dignity, he shouted into the rainy night. “Help! Someone—anyone—help me!”

The rain pelting his face seemed unnaturally cold. His face felt numb, his voice hoarse and unsure. “Help!”

Something sinuous and muscular curled around his dangling legs and squeezed them together with crushing force.

Paul gasped. “Oh, God—help!”

The sudden jarring attack had almost dislodged him from the lip of the sinkhole. His hands pressed into the slick blacktop so hard he split several fingernails and his raw fingers began to bleed, with the unfortunate side effect of making his grip more treacherous.

“Please…” he whispered hopelessly.

Jaw clenched, arms trembling with effort, he made one last attempt to pull himself out of the hole, away from the living nightmare that was crushing his legs. He felt something pop in his leg—a ligament maybe—a moment before the muffled crunch of bones. His pelvis collapsed like a rusty hinge. The pain was white-hot and consuming, so unbearable it left him too breathless to scream. And the next instant something sharp and hard struck him beneath the ribs, ripping through his midsection and shattering his spine.

Even if his numb hands hadn’t lost all strength, the force of the blow was overwhelming. For the fleeting moment he retained his senses, he formed the grisly mental image of himself as a living shish kebab morsel shoved down the length of a giant’s skewer. Then he fell back into the ravenous dark as bottomless as his despair…

…and never saw the hole seal itself above him.


Chapter 26

Laramie, Wyoming

Gideon resisted the urge to pick up the telephone.

Since nightfall, he’d had the sense that something had happened back east, in New Jersey, where Ambrose and the others were making their latest stand against the shadows. As he made himself a dinner of steak, mixed vegetables and a baked potato, he hoped the sensation would pass. Unfortunately, by the time his meal was ready, he’d lost his appetite.

Whenever he wandered close to the phone and his hand drifted near the receiver, he snatched it back with a curse. “Not your fight,” he repeated to himself like a mantra, certain that repetition would engender belief.

With his abandoned meal cooling on his plate at the counter, he grabbed a second long-necked bottle of beer from the refrigerator, removed the twist-off cap, and sat at the kitchen table to study the child-killer newspaper articles he’d clipped and taped to lined pages in a plain black binder.

Articles in the Casper Star Tribune and the Wyoming Tribune-Eagle touched upon Chief Reilly’s comment about “inhuman atrocities.”  Laramie’s top police officer also referred to the killer as a “monster.” Quotes from the FBI agents were sparse and restrained, less dramatic and less likely to alarm the general public. They had profilers working on the case and assured the local media that the serial killer’s capture was “just a matter of time.”

Despite the experience and confidence of the FBI profilers, Gideon thought Reilly was closer to the truth, even if he misunderstood the true nature of the killer. Soon after Harry Wallace and his beagle, on an early morning walk, discovered the mangled body of nine-year-old Amy Lynne Madigan, the first victim, Gideon began to experience the uneasy sensation of otherness, as if the ripples of its fetid inhumanity spilled over him, coating him with psychic filth. God, don’t let it be a grim, he thought at the time. Not here.

A “grim” was what the Walkers called Outsiders who camouflaged themselves as humans while preying upon humans. Their victims might fit a certain profile, similar to the selective patterns of some serial killers, or they might choose victims of convenience. They might torture, consume, disembowel or exsanguinate their victims, but the end result was always the same: death.

Gideon had fled the concentrations of humanity, hoping to leave Outsiders behind, to avoid any involvement in a war he could not fight or hope to win. He had, in effect, resigned his commission and fled to the great outdoors, abandoning the hustle and bustle and battle for the tranquility of nature and seclusion. And though he refused Ambrose’s entreaties to come to New Jersey, he was finding it much harder to ignore an Outsider incursion in his own backyard.

Maybe somebody forgot to tell the Outsiders that Gideon Walker is retired, he thought with bitter humor.

He was not without choices. First, he could pack up and leave, surrendering this new battlefield to the enemy. Or he could turn the tables and call Ambrose for help… although Ambrose had a bigger problem in New Jersey and was unlikely to send anyone anytime soon. Then wait until he can help, Gideon told himself, but rejected the idea immediately. While he waited, the Outsider would continue to slaughter young victims to satisfy its demented appetite.

With a resigned sigh and another swig of beer, Gideon studied the articles again, searching for some clue the police or the FBI had misinterpreted or misunderstood. By the time he finished the twelve-ounce bottle, he’d come to the conclusion that his methods were doomed to failure for the same reason they failed traditional law enforcement. The only way for him to find the clues he needed to stop the Outsider was for him to examine the crime scenes and the bodies of the victims. For his unique Walker advantages to come into play, he needed proximity to the otherness and its handiwork. Half-measures wouldn’t cut it. And that created a new set of problems. Interfering in an open police—and FBI!—investigation was a good way to get himself detained or arrested as a suspect.

He stood, stretched his neck, and thought about grabbing a third bottle of beer. Alcohol had a comforting way of numbing his extra Walker senses, making the otherness fade away into his subconscious for a while, a very tempting prospect at the moment. So he stalled, grabbing his plate from the counter and scraping the uneaten food down the drain for consumption by the disposal. As he rinsed the plate and stacked it in the dishwasher, his hands began to tremble. “The hell am I thinking?” he whispered to himself. “I quit for a reason. Not cut out for this anymore!”

Crossing the kitchen with a firm shake of his head, he tugged open the refrigerator and reached inside to grab the last bottle of beer from the flimsy cardboard holder. At first he didn’t hear the doorbell ring. Thought he imagined it. Then it rang twice more, a carefree sound at odds with his temperament. He released the beer bottle, letting it fall back into its square cardboard compartment, and closed the refrigerator door.

“Alan?” he said aloud. He couldn’t imagine anyone else visiting him in the evening. If there had been an accident on the job site, Alan would have called. Unless… No, he realized, no matter the severity of the accident, Alan would call me immediately.

As he strode to the door, he tried to recall the last time anyone had visited his Laramie rancher. Business associates always came to the office. For a fleeting moment, Gideon entertained the idea that Bucky had come to thank him yet again, in person, for his continued gainful employment.

And so it was with a tolerant grin on his face that Gideon opened the front door. His amusement vaporized in an instant. “You,” Gideon said in surprise. “You followed me?”

“In a manner of speaking,” the stranger in black said in an oily voice. Alan had been right; the man was pale as death. “Seems I had no other choice.”

“What are you talking about?” Gideon asked, confused. His fingers were digging into the edge of the door. Anger percolated inside him, dulled a bit by the alcohol, but definitely on the rise. “Who are you?”

“I’ve had many names. Lately, I refer to myself as Urgog. But really, I expected more of you,” the stranger said. He was tall and cadaverously thin. Beneath a pronounced widow’s peak, he had a long V-shaped face with sunken black eyes, an uneven, mashed nose and thin lips that seemed to stretch from ear to ear when he flashed his unctuous grin. “In fact, there’s a better question you should be asking.”

“And what question is that?”

“What”—the stranger said as he spread his arms wide—“am I?”

“Don’t know what game you’re playing, buddy,” Gideon said, shaking his head as he began to close the door on the man, “but we’re done here.”

Urgog’s right hand flashed forward and his fingertips struck the door with the sound of a wooden mallet, holding the door open. “I’m afraid we’ve only just begun.”

“Get lost,” Gideon said, but his voice had lost its edge. Even dulled by alcohol his senses were screaming at him to react before it was too late.

“Too late,” Urgog said, eerily seeming to read Gideon’s mind. “I know you’re one of them. You reek of it.”

“What—what do you mean?” Gideon asked, though he could no longer deny the evidence. He’d left the fight, his old world behind, but it had followed him all the way to Laramie.

“You know perfectly well what I mean, Gideon,” Urgog said, shaking his head slowly in a sardonic mixture of contempt and disappointment. “You’re a Walker. Oh, but more than that. What is it you call yourselves? Ah yes, you are a shadow walker.”

Gideon swallowed hard. “What—what do you want?”

“Word gets around,” Urgog said with a careless shrug. “You have quite a reputation among my kind. Never quite believed it myself, and I’m at a loss as to how someone like you could possibly inspire so much fear in your betters, but I’m not one to turn down a rather significant bounty for something as insignificant as a human head.”

As the Outsider, a grim—no denying it anymore—uttered the last word, his left hand lashed out to clamp around Gideon’s throat, squeezing hard as he slammed the back of his head against the far wall of the small vestibule. Flashbulbs seemed to pop inside Gideon’s head.

Urgog’s right hand dipped into the hip pocket of his black jacket and removed a bone-handled knife that looked as if it had been stolen from a museum exhibit. Despite the weapon’s apparent antiquity, the metal blade gleamed and the edge appeared razor sharp. “Now, before I begin,” the stranger said evenly, “if you would be so good as to tell me where I might find some more Walker heads to liberate, I would be most grateful.” With that, he smiled, and his lips spread much wider than before, revealing bunched top and bottom rows of bristling, three-inch fanged teeth. “I’ll even promise to make your decapitation as painless as… inhumanly possible.”

Keeping his eye on the dagger, Gideon curled his left fist and drilled an uppercut into the Outsider’s solar plexus—if he actually had a solar plexus. The Outsider grunted in mild discomfort but his left-handed grip remained firm. Gideon caught the wrist of the knife-wielding hand in his left hand while reaching up to the hand around his throat with his right. Rather than trying to break the stranger’s grip outright, Gideon latched onto his little finger and pulled it back until the joint snapped—and beyond, tearing flesh and bone.

The grim snarled with rabid ferocity. Stringy drool spilled from his toothy crocodile maw and his fetid breath washed over Gideon’s face. Hard to remember he looked human moments ago.

Gideon swung his right forearm against the inside of the Outsider’s left elbow, to weaken his hold. At the same moment, he carried Urgog’s right hand forward, driving the point of the dagger several inches into the wall beside his shoulder. If he could lodge the blade into a stud, he might be able to snap it free of the bone handle. Then, risking a lacerated scalp, Gideon slammed the crown of his head into the Outsider’s face. The blow might have shattered bone and cartilage in the grim’s nose, had there been any bone or cartilage in his nose, but it was sufficient to throw him off-balance.

Urgog hurled him sideways, toward the dining room.

Gideon landed on the dining room table, but not before his head struck the low-hanging chandelier. Inertia carried him across the table, smashing a crystal sculpture centerpiece before he skidded off the edge. He slammed into the wall and collapsed to the floor amid the splintered ruins of two chairs that had stood between him and the wall.

Dazed, Gideon made an effort to climb to his hands and knees—and collapsed again.

Urgog slammed the front door shut, pried his antique knife out of the wall, then strode calmly toward Gideon. “Pathetic,” the Outsider said as he stood over Gideon’s prone form. “Ah, what’s this…?” The voice receded as he stepped into the kitchen.

The scrapbook, Gideon realized. A momentary distraction, nothing more. Gideon took advantage of that moment and struggled to his hands and knees, this time managing to climb to his feet without his legs betraying him.

“I see you haven’t turned a blind eye to my adventures, after all,” Urgog said, chuckling. “Well, you still have the one good eye, right?”

“Adventures?” Gideon repeated, confused. “Of course. It’s you. You’re the killer.”

“Bravo!” Urgog said. “Frankly, I couldn’t figure out why you ignored my little challenge. Surely, one of the fabled shadow walkers would recognize a tossed gauntlet. Or perhaps you’re a bit dim-witted for a Walker. Hmm?”

“A challenge? A gauntlet?” Gideon was incensed.

“Not to say I didn’t enjoy those little diversions, but really—”

“Those children—you murdered innocent children! You sick bastard!”

“Sanctimonious human,” Urgog said, shaking his head in disappointment. “Judging your physical and intellectual superiors by your narrow morality.”

“Judge this,” Gideon said and lunged at the grim with a concealed weapon—a jagged spike of wood from one of the ruined chairs. His accelerated reflexes served him well. The wooden point sank several inches into the Outsider’s abdomen, doubling him over. The scrapbook fell to the floor.

Gideon grabbed clumps of stringy hair in each hand and drove his knee into Urgog’s face once, twice, three times in rapid succession. Two steps back and a spin kick sent the Outsider sprawling across the kitchen floor, but he still clutched the bone-handled knife.

Fearing he would eventually lose a physical battle to the Outsider, Gideon yanked open the door to the coat closet and grabbed the upright vacuum cleaner by the handle only to toss it out of his way. What he needed was buried deeper, amid several boxes he’d never bothered to unpack. Coats spilled off hangers as he shoved boxes aside with no regard for their contents.

“Afraid there’s no hiding anymore, Walker,” Urgog said from the closet doorway. “Come out now, and I promise to end this quickly.”

Gideon laid his hands on the long wooden case, flipped the latches open and reached inside. “There’s something we can agree on,” he said as he turned around to face the Outsider.

Urgog had pulled the wooden stake out of his abdomen. His black shirt glistened with white leakage, some type of Outsider blood or other vital fluid, but not enough for the wound to have been mortal. Gideon’s makeshift weapon had had the effectiveness of a nasty splinter, nothing more, which proved his instincts had been right. He’d needed a real weapon.

“My, my, what have you got there?” Urgog asked as if he were merely amused at Gideon’s feeble attempts to prolong the battle. “Shiny, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is shiny,” Gideon said. Then he lunged forward again, this time driving the sword blade up under Urgog’s ribs, probably skewering a few alien organs before piercing his back. “And out of this world!”

Urgog’s face contorted in a tortured grimace. He gasped for breath as he staggered backward, colliding with the dining room table. “Me—meteor blade,” he croaked. “B—burns…never thought…” He shook his head and the white fluid gushed through his rows of teeth, coursing down the pale flesh of his chin. “Never believed…”

Urgog stepped sideways, then lost his balance and collapsed awkwardly. His back arched on the floor as he writhed in pain. “Please…”

Gideon walked over to him and grabbed the hilt of the long sword. “For what you did to those innocent children, I should let you suffer as long as possible.”

“But…you… won’t…” Urgog gasped. “Mercy…me.”

Gideon twisted the sword viciously, cutting into fresh flesh and organs. “Don’t be too sure what I will and will not do, you transdimensional piece of filth.”

Skewered and helpless, the grim began to tremble violently.

Gideon withdrew the sword, then placed the white-bloodied tip under Urgog’s clenched chin, beyond the devastating ring of teeth, pressing it against the softer, vulnerable flesh.

Released from the immediate burning of the sword if not recovered from the internal injuries, Urgog sighed in relief, almost smiling, as if clemency was assured.

“Time’s up!” Gideon said through clenched teeth.

He buried the sword deep into the Outsider’s brain and held it there, motionless, until the black-cloaked body was no long viable, until it faded out of earth’s dimension, leaving nothing of itself… except the human carnage left in its wake.

Gideon picked up the scrapbook and placed it carefully, almost reverently on the kitchen table. First he would clean his sword and pack it away. Then he would call Alan and his office manager to make arrangements for his extended absence. He’d been foolish to think he could ignore who he was and what he was.

No matter how far we run, he thought, we can’t escape ourselves.

He had one more call to make.

And a long flight in the morning.


Chapter 27

Hadenford, New Jersey

As rain began to fall, Fallon and Logan entered the house and found Liana in the kitchen alone, making a fresh cup of tea. Before they could ask, she informed them that Chelsea was asleep in the downstairs guestroom while Thalia had returned to her attic studio. “Strangest thing,” Liana said. “It’s as if Thalia worked some magic on Chelsea.” Fallon must have had bad poker-face because Liana became alarmed and waved off her assumption. “Figurative magic, Fallon, not literal. I suspect Chelsea is simply overwhelmed by everything and her mind simply needs a time out.”

“A sanity break,” Logan said humorlessly.

Fallon said, “Can’t get enough of those around here.”

Liana cocked her head at Fallon. “Speaking of sanity breaks,” she said. “You’ve come straight from the déjà vu department.”

“That’s me, Boomerang Maguire,” Fallon said with more lightheartedness than she felt.

“I was about to join the boys, but Logan and I can take you home again.”

“That’s okay,” Fallon said. “Brought my own transportation this time. Although… I may regret this, but is it okay if I listen in?”

“Don’t see why not. The more the… I don’t know”—Liana frowned—“the less scarier?”

“Works for me,” Logan said.

They filed into Ambrose’s office where the old man sat facing Barrett and Chief Grainger in the twin wingchairs. The young men offered their seats to Liana and Fallon, but both women declined. Fallon didn’t plan to stay long. Frankly, she could use her own sanity break, from everything the Walkers had told her and all that she’d seen. But first, she needed to know what would happen next.

Chief Grainger had the same question on his mind. “What now?”

Ambrose sighed. “We wait.”

“That’s it?” Grainger asked incredulously. “Your family has spent centuries fighting these rifts, and your plan is to wait?”

“Oversimplification, perhaps,” Ambrose said. “While we wait, I will research our records for prior mentions of Carnifex.”

“Who?” Fallon asked Liana, who stood to her left, sipping tea.

“According to Thalia,” Liana whispered, “Carnifex is the demon responsible for what happened tonight.”

“How could she—?”

Liana tapped her head. “Walker talents.”

Fallon made a silent ‘Oh’ with her mouth and gave a nod of understanding before returning her attention to Ambrose who was elaborating on the nature of rifts to Grainger.

“—important to remember that, at this moment, the rift does not exist in our reality. It’s simply not here—anywhere. We must wait for its return, or for one of us—Logan, probably—to sense its imminent reappearance. We must use this time, a grace period if you will, to learn what we can about the exact nature of the threat, to be ready to face the challenge by whatever means necessary.”

Liana added optimistically, “And Thalia may recall more about Carnifex in time to help us.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, her memory is jumbled at best.”

“And her coherence is hit or miss,” Barrett said grimly.

Ambrose wagged an index finger at him. “Except that this threat seems to have given her more focus than usual.”

“Regardless,” Barrett said, “we can’t count on her to lead the way, or even point the way. You want a plan? It’s simple. Next time this hell dimension rift appears, we cross over and rid ourselves of Carnifex once and for all.”

“Hell dimension?” Fallon whispered to Liana, a little more stridently than she’d hoped.

Liana frowned, unwilling to answer that query. From Fallon’s right, Logan whispered, “Not a happy place.”

“Each time the rift appears,” Ambrose said, again directing his answers to Grainger. “It will be larger than the time before. Eventually, the rift will be wide enough to allow Carnifex passage into our dimension. Our goal, obviously, is to stop him before that happens.”

“He’s done enough damage already,” Logan said bitterly. “Imagine if he has free rein of our world.”

Fallon visibly shuddered at the thought. Okay, she thought, that makes one too many nightmare-inducing moments for one day. “I’d rather not imagine it,” she said to everyone in the room. “Home and bed beckon, though I seriously doubt sleep is in my immediate future.”

“Try though,” Ambrose said sympathetically. “We all need our rest.”

“Long day,” she said with a nod. “School tomorrow. Apocalypse the day after.”

“I doubt it will come to that,” Ambrose said reasonably. “But there are no guarantees.”

“Gee, thanks for that warm-fuzzy moment,” Fallon said. “And you can skip the Latin stuff about hope in the air or whatever it was.”

Ambrose gazed at her solemnly and spread his arms wide, “Life without hope is nothing.”

“Don’t remind me,” Fallon said, but she knew he meant well. She heaved a sigh. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come back, after all.” No, that’s wrong. I needed to come. No matter how comforting the thought, she refused to bury her head in the sand. At the same time, the view aboveground had become more frightening than she could have ever imagined. “I’ll—I’ll be fine. I think. Don’t worry about me. Okay?”

Ambrose nodded, thankfully remaining silent. His unflagging compassion and understanding were freaking her out. The more he urged calm, the more panicked she became. And she hated being the only hysterical one in the room. She was new to this world of shadow walkers—a fledgling unbound catalyst prescient dreamer—and her initiation couldn’t have come under more extreme circumstances.

Grainger was dealing with the string of paranormal revelations with irritation rather than fear, but he didn’t have to deal with a quantum shift in the nature of his own humanity. He was anchored in the strange new reality, while Fallon felt hopelessly adrift.

In a whispered moment of chivalry, Logan offered to walk her to her father’s pickup truck. Fallon was too unsettled at the moment to detect any sexist agenda in his offer. Even so, she would have overlooked any protective intimation simply because she wanted the company. She nodded and followed him out.

The rain had stopped, but a misty haze hung in the air and an oily sheen glistened on the blacktop. Fallon leaned against the driver’s side front quarter panel of the rust-spotted Ford pickup truck and crossed her arms under her chest. She sighed and stared at the row of streetlights without speaking.

“You okay?” Logan asked.

“Don’t see how I could be,” she said with a half-hearted grin. She looked at him seriously for a moment and asked, “Is it always like this?”

Now it was Logan’s turn to sigh. “No,” he said. “This is unusually bad. With the potential to be catastrophically bad. The exception that proves the rule.”

“Really?”

“Not that this helps much,” Logan said. “But sometimes all we need to do to preserve the ecological status quo is to… shoo harmless Outsider fauna back through a rift into its own dimension.”

“Like a poor, defenseless unicorn, maybe?”

“Wouldn’t call them defenseless,” Logan said, grinning. “Those spiral horns are more than decorative.”

“You’ve seen an actual unicorn? Living and breathing—and spearing with the horn even?”

“Well, not personally,” Logan said. “Been over a hundred years since the last unicorn crossing. But Ambrose has—would, he would know when that was, exactly. Keeps very, um, detailed records.” Logan cleared his throat. “Hey, listen. You don’t need to worry about all this. Nobody expects you to deal with it. You haven’t been drafted.”

She quirked a wry grin. “No?”

“Trust me,” Logan said. “We Walkers have been dealing with this kind of thing for an incredibly long time. We’ll take care of it. We always have and we always will.”

She looked at his face and saw the genuine concern for her well-being in his eyes. “Are you as confident as you sound, Logan Walker?”

He flashed an innocent smile. “Mostly.”

“Good, because you were beginning to sound like Barrett.”

“Please!”

“That guy really thinks he can fix the whole world.”

“Because he doesn’t have a choice.”

“What? Failure is not an option?”

“Yeah, something like that,” Logan said. “What Barrett lacks in experience he makes up for in determination. But who am I to criticize?” His mildly critical tone submerged into self-deprecation. “My role is to wait around for a queasy stomach.”

Fallon took his hand in hers and smiled at the pleasant tingling sensation that never failed to surprise and delight her. “Good enough to save Chelsea’s life.”

“Right,” Logan said but his voice trailed off with regret.

“She will realize that one day, Logan. And thank you.”

“Maybe,” he said, “but it’s not that important to me. The thanking part. Just glad she’s alive. Glad someone’s alive after all this.”

“Logan, what happened to your parents?” Fallon asked. “Were they…? I mean, did something from a rift…? Like Chelsea’s mom…?”

Logan pulled his hand gently from her grasp and interlaced his fingers behind his neck. “No, not like that,” he said quickly. “At least I don’t think so. There’s not much to tell, actually. We’re not sure what happened to them.”

“They just… disappeared?”

“More or less,” Logan said. “My father had active talents, more like Barrett’s than mine, in other words. My talents are reactive, mostly, even though my system usually reacts before something happens. Like offense versus defense. Anyway, the short version is that my father crossed into a rift and never returned.”

“What about your mother?”

“She could tap into magic, like Liana and Thalia. But she could also detect and track rifts from afar, even anticipate them and create her own.”

“She went after him, didn’t she?”

Logan nodded. “He disappeared almost… eighteen months ago. When my mother couldn’t create a rift to where he was, she left us to hunt rifts across the globe, trying to find a dimensionally identical rift, one that would take her to the same place. This went on for a while, about six months, and she would write or call with updates. The longer the search went on, the less often she contacted us. Days would pass with no word from her. We got used to it. Nothing unusual. Then a couple weeks passed with no contact and we started to worry that something had happened. After three weeks, we started to look for her, following in her footsteps, so to speak.” Logan shrugged. “But we never found any trace of her.”

“You think she joined your father in that same dimension?”

“Possibly,” Logan said. “Or some other dimension from which she can’t return.”

“They could be alive, Logan,” Fallon said, a sparkle returning to her tired green eyes. “Both of them.”

“Unlikely,” Logan said. “She could—if she had survived—she was good enough to find a way to return to us. Alone, my father could be stuck on the other side of a rift, but not her. She was… she should…”

“What?”

“He should have let her go through first,” Logan said. “Magic users always go through first. That’s the rule. Because, if the rift closes suddenly, magic users have the best chance of reopening—of returning.”

Fallon guessed the truth, “Your father went through first to protect her.”

Logan nodded. “How did you…? Yes, she had a scare once. Spooked her. Every crossing after that, he would go first. But then… that last time, the rift closed immediately after he crossed. She never had a chance to follow him.”

“That’s why she left you and your sisters,” Fallon said. “She blamed herself.”

“So we lost a mother and a father.”

“They must have loved each other very much, Logan.”

He gave a slight nod and she could tell he was having trouble speaking, forced to reopen old emotional wounds at her urging. On impulse—another choice made without considering the repercussions—she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him in a gentle hug. Slowly, his arms came around her back, his hands falling on her shoulders. He rested his cheek against hers, seeking comfort there or maybe hiding his eyes from her. Again, with the flesh to flesh contact, she experienced the warm rush and tingling sensation and a sense of the ground swaying beneath her feet.

“I’m sorry, Logan.”

“Not your fault,” he whispered, his breath a gentle caress on her face and ear. “It’s… easier when you don’t dwell on the losses.”

She sighed but it became a shudder. “I know.” Her voice was soft and weighted with barely concealed grief as she thought of her mother, how she’d allowed her unusual life to overwhelm her and the desperate final choice she’d made, which wasn’t really a choice at all. An end to decisions, Fallon thought. I can’t let this overwhelm me.

Fallon eased out of Logan’s embrace, but gripped his upper arms as she gazed into his eyes, forcing him to focus on her, on this moment. “This isn’t the end for me,” she said. “I really need to go home now—to study, to sleep, to decompress—but I will come to terms with this. I promise.”

“Wouldn’t blame you if you ran away.”

“Running wouldn’t help,” she said with a lopsided grin. “This brave new world is inside me. No escape.”

“Good point.”

“I’ll be back,” Fallon said. “And as much as I thank you for guiding me through this craziness, I hope you realize your job is far from over, mister.”

Logan beamed. “Then I’ll see you at school tomorrow?”

“For starters.”

She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, contact too brief for the delicious tingling sensation to completely unhinge her knees, then climbed into the pickup truck and drove home to what had passed for normalcy.

A glance in the rearview mirror showed Logan standing on the sidewalk, giving her a slow overhead wave in parting. She entertained the spark of an idea that something good might come out of the night’s tragedy. A glimmer of hope.

What had Ambrose said? Life without hope is nothing.


Chapter 28

Ambrose grew weary of the protracted discussion. Logan had departed with the unbound girl, and Liana had left to check on Thalia and the sleeping Chelsea Conrad. Unfortunately, Barrett and he had to endure Chief Grainger’s repeated questions, to the point that Ambrose had a clear sense how the man would interrogate a particularly recalcitrant suspect. It seemed as if Grainger would never be completely satisfied with any of their answers. Ambrose’s calm assurances were insufficient, but he was unwilling to offer the man guarantees of success, no matter the lateness of the hour or the circular nature of the man’s arguments.

“What am I supposed to do about this?” Grainger asked in exasperation. “How do I protect my town?”

“Leave us to our work,” Ambrose said. “Trust that we know the way to defeat this menace.”

“That’s not good enough.”

“You don’t really have a choice, Grainger,” Barrett said impatiently and also a bit dismissively. “You can’t shoot this or slap cuffs on it. You can’t fingerprint it and toss it in a holding cell. Go play cop somewhere else.”

Ambrose knew Barrett was fighting his own post-battle lethargy. The veneer was clearly off his civility. Grainger has half out of his chair when Ambrose shouted, “Enough! Bickering wastes valuable time.”

Grainger exhaled sharply and settled back into his wingchair.

“Now,” Ambrose said after glancing back and forth at them to make sure neither was about to fan the flames of their argument again. “Chief Grainger, we Walkers will do what we must. What I can promise you is that we will keep the lines of communication open. If you want to protect your town, the people here, then I suggest you do so.”

“But how?”

“By keeping them out of the way,” Ambrose said. “When we tell you a rift is imminent, it’s likely we’ll have an idea where it will appear. Your best course is to evacuate any civilians in that area. Keep the people out of harm’s way and you will keep them safe. As simple as that.”

Grainger scoffed. “In theory,” he admitted grudgingly, then sighed. “Okay. I’ll try things your way.”

Ambrose had been careful how he phrased the instruction, which basically came down to assigning the chief of police the role of crowd control. Unfortunately, if Grainger became any more involved in thwarting the rift and the creature who was attempting to use it as a causeway to earth, he would likely end up as another hapless victim.

“And while I’m keeping the good people of Hadenford out of your hair,” Grainger said, “will you repair this rift?”

“And kill the Outsider, but not necessarily in that order,” Barrett said.

“If you seal the rift, why do you need to kill the… creature?”

Now it was Barrett’s turn to scoff. “Insurance.”

Grainger looked a question at Ambrose.

“This Outsider has the power to manipulate the rift,” Ambrose explained. “It’s possible he also created the rift.”

“So what’s to stop him from creating another?”

“Precisely,” Ambrose said.

“You’re right,” Grainger said, nodding. “The hell with due process on this one.”

“Not that there ever is any,” Barrett commented gruffly.

“What?”

“Due process. We operate outside the law.”

Grainger frowned. “Sounds like the proverbial slippery slope.”

Ambrose clasped his hands on the desk. “We’re attempting to stop the corruption of our world, of our very universe. We cannot settle for half-measures. The stakes are, simply, too high.”

“So the ends justify the means?” Grainger asked. “That’s what you’re saying.”

“Our ‘means’ are proportionate to the level of the threat,” Ambrose said. “In this instance, any means are justified.” Grainger, as someone accustomed to following rules and procedures to the letter, to filing paperwork in triplicate, and to being accountable to various oversight committees, appeared to have trouble accepting the concept that the Walkers were an enforcement agency that answered to no one. “Our own government takes extraordinary measures in the interest of national security. And our… charter, if you will, is much broader than national security,” Ambrose continued. “National interests are rather parochial where we are concerned. We are responsible for dimensional security.”

“Who put you in charge? What gives you the right—the power—to act in the interests of an entire planet?”

Ambrose shrugged mischievously. “Who remembers such things?”

“I wasn’t trying to be funny,” Grainger said, irked.

“Neither was I,” Ambrose said. “We have been ‘in charge’ as you say for thousands of years. We consider it an honor, a duty, a calling. But let me ask a more important question.”

“What?”

“If we relinquish this mantle—the power, as you say—who will replace us? Who out there comprehends the nature of the threat? Or even knows of its existence? Who would battle the unknown on its terms? Who would have the ability, the resources, or the capability to defend our very reality?”

No doubt thinking about what he had witnessed earlier in the evening, Grainger slowly shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“We walk in shadows because we have always walked in shadows, Chief Grainger,” Ambrose said. “We stand between the darkness and the light. We draw the line there and we defend that line. Would you have us abandon our posts?”

“Wish I had an alternative,” Grainger said softly. “But right now I got nothing.”

“If we should fail,” Ambrose said grimly. “Feel free to seek other solutions.”

“Gee, thanks,” Grainger said and then wearily pushed himself up out of his chair. “I have a lot to think about. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thank you,” Ambrose said. “Barrett will see you out.”

“That’s okay,” Grainger said quickly. “I know the way.”

After Grainger left the office, Barrett started to speak. Ambrose held up his hand for silence, waiting until he heard the front door close before nodding.

“We’ll be tripping all over him,” Barrett said.

“On the contrary,” Ambrose said, “I believe he will be fine.”

“He’s not one to sit back and let others do what he believes is his duty.”

“Perhaps,” Ambrose conceded. “But I think not. He will realize the enormity of the situation and work with us.”

“And what if he convinces the governor to call in the National Guard?”

Ambrose chuckled dryly. “Let hope we resolve this matter before it comes to that. This Carnifex, the one Thalia referred to as Messor Carnis, is impatient. We won’t have much time to prepare. Success or failure will be determined shortly.”

“Failure?” Barrett asked in a voice tinged with incredulity.

“Have you not considered the possibility?”

“On a personal level? Sure,” Barrett said. “I’ve seen it. But… what you said to Grainger about seeking other solutions, I thought you were being facetious.”

Ambrose shrugged. “Let’s hope he heard the same tone in my voice. The more confidence he has in us, the less likely he is to interfere.”

“Which is good, right?”

“Absolutely,” Ambrose said. “We stand the best chance if we are left unfettered by the well-meaning. However, the seriousness of this threat eclipses anything the family has faced in centuries, perhaps longer, and our numbers leave much to be desired.” Ambrose spread his hands, as if the rest of his argument was obvious, if better left unspoken.

“I, for one, won’t give up without one hell of a fight,” Barrett said.

“I should hope not,” Ambrose said. “But none of us can afford to falter in this battle. One stumble, one miscalculation, could be our undoing.”

Barrett nodded grimly. “With that in mind, I intend to get some rest.”

“As you should,” Ambrose said. “Pleasant dreams.”

“No guarantees, right?” Barrett said and smiled. “You too, old man.”

“I have a few things to finish here,” Ambrose said from behind his desk, hands folded calmly, where he sat for several minutes after Barrett had left. With a weary sigh, he pushed himself up out of his chair and removed several old volumes of lore from his bookshelves. He intended to look for any references to a being or entity referred to as Carnifex or Messor Carnis. Then he would check the Walker journals in the computer room on the second floor and, finally, perform a database search of the online records. Basically, he planned to research until the approach of dawn. A few hours sleep before morning would have to suffice.

At the corner of his desk, the telephone rang.

So as not to disturb the others, Ambrose scooped the receiver up from its cradle before the second ring. A bit of intuition caused a smile to spread across his face. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this call, Gideon?”

“I had… an encounter a short while ago.”

The smile faltered. “Serious?”

Gideon’s voice sounded small and far away. “Serious enough.”

“Oh, it’s just that I thought—you are well, though?”

“Bruised but unbowed.”

“Good,” Ambrose said. “That’s certainly good to hear.”

“He came looking for me… here.”

“I’m sorry, Gideon,” Ambrose said. “These things happen.”

A long sigh on the other end of the line. Ambrose sensed that Gideon had already made a decision but was reluctant to give it voice. “I’m coming home, Ambrose,” Gideon said finally. “Flying in tomorrow. If you’ll have me.”

“You are always welcome here, Gideon,” Ambrose said. “All of us will be delighted to have you here.”

“No,” Gideon said quickly. “Don’t tell anyone. That will come soon enough.”

“As you wish,” Ambrose said, a little confused by the request. “It will be good to have you among the family again.”

“Yeah,” Gideon said in a tone that lacked any enthusiasm for the prospect. “Guess I finally know my place, huh?”

“Gideon, you can be with us and still have a life.”

“Don’t kid a kidder, Ambrose,” Gideon said. “See you tomorrow.”

The line went dead.

Ambrose replaced the telephone receiver on its cradle. They needed Gideon. Truth be told, they needed a dozen more Walkers, but such a reunion was, for all practical purposes, impossible. And yet, Gideon was a beginning. He talked about coming home though he had never lived with Ambrose, Liana, Thalia and Logan, because home for Walkers was never a place. Home meant family, standing alongside other Walkers, and facing duty without end.


Chapter 29

Once again, Liana checked on Chelsea in the downstairs guestroom. The young woman lay still, sleeping peacefully, her right arm dangling over the side of the cot. She would suffer nightmares, of that Liana was certain, but for now her exhausted body was allowing her some mercifully uninterrupted rest. Liana raised Chelsea’s errant arm and placed it gently across her abdomen. Then she backed out of the small room and closed the door halfway, enough to mute most of the light and sound coming from the hallway, but not enough to seal the sleeping girl in utter darkness.

Liana expected to find her sister in her attic studio, but Thalia had fallen asleep in the bedroom they shared, sitting in her bed, knees drawn up to her chest, with her head tilted uncomfortably to the side. She’d tossed her paint-spattered smock over a chair but had neglected to change out of gray shirt and jeans into nightclothes.

Though she was loath to disturb her sister’s slumber, Liana guided Thalia down into a supine position on the bed, lowering her head onto the pillow as she whispered comforting words.

“Liana…” Thalia muttered, her eyes fluttering open.

“Go back to sleep. It’s late.”

“He told you?”

“Ambrose? Yes he told me.”

“About Carnifex?”

“Uh-huh,” Liana murmured.

She was kneeling beside the bed, stroking her sister’s upper arm in what she hoped was a soothing rhythm, when Thalia said, “Hold me.”

“Okay,” Liana said and climbed onto the bed, positioning herself on her right side, facing her sister. She draped her left arm across her sister’s waist. “Better?”

Thalia turned her head toward the sound of Liana’s voice and stared at her for a long moment before nodding. “It’s him,” she said grimly. “Carnifex. Reaper of Flesh.”

“How do you know?”

“Just do.”

Liana proceeded with caution, and part of that strategy was to adopt a casual tone. Any form of intense interrogation would cause Thalia anxiety and no doubt induce a panic attack or hysteria. “What do you know about him?”

“He’s bad,” Thalia said. “Destructive and… filled with hate for us. He would kill us all, but…”

“But what?”

Lying on her back, Thalia shrugged her shoulders awkwardly. “Don’t know. He listens... but not to us. He is a hunter and a destroyer. Our blood and pain and fear give him power, the power to cross.”

“To cross through the rift.”

Thalia nodded. “That’s what he wants, what he needs. A pound of flesh. But no, he wants pounds and pounds of flesh, enough to come here… but then never enough. He’s like all of them. Insatiable.”

“Who?”

“Those who rule in the dark.”

“Beyond the rift?”

Another nod. “It’s a bad place… very bad place.”

“Thalia, is that where you were when…?” Liana asked. When we lost you?

Instead of answering the question, Thalia gazed at Liana frantically with her gold-flecked hazel eyes. “Promise you won’t ever go there, Liana. I couldn’t bear to lose you.”

“Thalia, I—”

“Promise!” Thalia shouted with sudden desperation, her eyes wide and alarmed. A moment later, she tried to rise from the bed, but Liana caught her shoulders and made an unsuccessful attempt to get her to relax again. Thalia’s body continued to thrum with tension.

When Thalia’s panic comes, it’s like a wildfire in her brain, Liana thought dismally. “I promise to stay safe, Thalia. Okay?”

Thalia stared at her for long moments, as if expecting a retraction. When it didn’t come, her body sagged with exhaustion. “Good,” she whispered, nodding. “As long as you promise… okay.”

“Promise,” Liana said softly, giving word again to the lie.


Chapter 30

Remarkably, Fallon remembered to stop at the Wawa mini-mart for milk and realized at that moment that she’d completely forgotten about preparing dinner for her father. As she recalled, she’d been making a grocery list when the premonition of murder had practically propelled her out the door.  After what happened at Chelsea’s house, she’d lost her own appetite and had neglected her father in the process. Along with the milk, she grabbed a couple frozen microwave meals with preparation times under thirty minutes. Better a late meal, than none.

She entered her home with an apology on her lips, but found her father asleep on his recliner in front of the television, deaf to the droning, endless news channel he’d been watching. Although he hadn’t changed out of his rumpled clothes, he’d made at least one trip into the kitchen, as evidenced by the bag of hard pretzels tucked beside him on the chair, and a couple more empty beer bottles clustered on the end table.

With her father asleep and her appetite stubbornly absent, Fallon forgot about her late dinner plans and simply put away the milk and frozen meals. For the next few minutes, she moved quietly through the house. She placed the empty beer bottles in the recyclables container, attached a freshness clip to the pretzel bag before stowing it in the cabinet, turned off the television, and covered her father with a lightweight blanket. She kissed his forehead gently and said, “Goodnight, Dad,” before turning off the lamp beside his chair.

She carried a stack of textbooks up to her bedroom, ostensibly to log some study time, but decided she desperately needed a shower. The hot water refreshed her spirit, if not her body. Evidenced by a chain of yawns, each more impressive than the last, exhaustion swept over her while she changed into her V-necked cotton pajama top and shorts.

Hoping for a second intellectual wind, she flipped through her assigned reading, but regardless of which subject she chose, she couldn’t focus. Her attention seemed to slide off one impenetrable page after another, absorbing nothing. Compared to what she had learned and experienced after school’s dismissal, nothing on the printed page seemed relevant. Trying to read couldn’t have been harder if she’d been looking through the wrong end of a telescope.

With her cheek pressed to a blurred and inscrutable page of academic insight, she began to fall asleep. Like a heat mirage, a final thought shimmered across her waning consciousness. There’ll be hell to pay tomorrow. Then her heart lurched in her chest with the sudden thought that that common expression had taken on new menace. In Hadenford, hell had transformed from unpleasant philosophical concept to terrifying, murderous reality.

As she sprawled across her bed, vulnerable to the night, a frightening idea crept up on her. Rather, the idea began to blossom inside her, a nocturnal plant expelling poisonous spores. What about me?

During the Outsider attack in Chelsea’s house and its aftermath, Fallon hadn’t had much time to reflect on what Ambrose had described as her… paranormal abilities, her potential. I haven’t transformed, which means I’ve always been what I am now.

A chill seeped into her bones as the insidious thought began to resolve long after her subconscious had made the fateful connection. What had Ambrose said? “You have the potential to interact with our kind, to shift our boundaries. In essence, you may be an accelerant… a proximity booster.”

“What about Mom?” she whispered to herself. What if I made her worse by making her better? If I boosted her abilities, simply by being near her… “What if it’s my fault?” she whispered. “What if I drove her over the edge?”

Oh, God, she thought in anguish. Mom, was it me? Did I make your life intolerable? Oh, Mom, I’m so sorry!

Fallon pressed her face into her pillow to muffle her sobs. She had the horrible, hysterical notion that her crying would wake her father. She imagined him thundering up the stairs to her room to find out what was wrong, and she would blurt out a confession, “It’s my fault, Dad! I murdered, Mom.”

The surge of raw emotion drained away, succumbing to exhaustion, and her sobs became nagging hiccups, shameful echoes of the burst of fiery guilt she’d experienced.  She kept telling herself that she couldn’t know for certain. She might never know the truth. And Ambrose could be wrong about her abilities. Besides, he’d talked about potential, which meant something that might happen in the future, not something that had already happened.

Ambrose had said something else. “We are what we are and what we may yet become, but not that which is not within our nature.”

Fallon’s mother was what she was, not what Fallon had made her. And Fallon’s nature, her abilities, derived from her mother, passed down as a genetic heritage.

What if I’ve always been a booster? Fallon thought nervously.  Mom could have been the only person I’d ever been around with abilities for me to boost?

Her mind battered at untenable arguments. She tortured herself with a tangle of indefensible logic, no matter which side of the question she addressed. In the end, she had a throbbing headache but no conclusions. “I’ll never know,” she whispered to herself. “How can I ever know?”

As a distraction from unproductive thoughts, she turned her attention to the jumble of reading assignments. Despite her nagging guilt and renewed fear, exhaustion soon won out. Amid her futile pile of textbooks, she drifted off to sleep, none the wiser.


Chapter 31

A sudden wave of nausea rolled through Logan Friday morning during his English lit class. Mrs. Claridge’s strident voice faded into the distant background as he tried to shake off the roiling sensation. He clutched the edges of his desk to steady himself, but his breathing had become shallow.

“I trust you’ve all done the reading,” Mrs. Claridge said, surveying the class from left to right and back again over low-slung eyeglasses. “Therefore, I wonder who among you would like to tell me the historical significance of Daniel DeFoe’s Robinson Crusoe? Hmm? Anyone?” She waited a long moment for the anticipated rise of a tentative hand or two, then frowned when none was forthcoming. “Let’s see then,” she said with a tone verging on wrathful menace. “Last time we left Mr. Walker on the brink of hell.” Scattered chuckling. “With, however, the promise to redeem himself in our eyes.”

Logan heard her speak his name but had already forgotten her question. Something about Robinson Crusoe, but what—?

“Stand please, Mr. Walker.”

Oh, that’s definitely not a good idea!

“Mr. Walker?”

With trembling arms, Logan pushed against the desktop to force himself to his feet, but the upright position made the nausea far worse. The floor beneath him seemed to sway this way and that, taunting his petty attempts to retain his balance. “Y—yes?”

“Your answer please?”

All Logan could remember was her mentioning Robinson Crusoe. “DeFoe,” he muttered. “Daniel DeFoe.”

“What about Mr. DeFoe?”

“He, um, wrote it, right?”

More derisive chuckling.

“Of course,” she said superciliously.

Logan started to sit again, gratefully, since his knees were buckling. To his right, an oblivious redhead doodled flowers and vines around the Renaissance Mall logo on a lavender Bridget Bane concert flyer. Two desks over, Fallon frowned at him, but he failed to grasp the significance of her subtle yet sympathetic head shake.

“Not so fast, Mr. Walker!” Mrs. Claridge said with a disapproving waggle of her index finger. “You haven’t answered my question.”

Again Logan tried to stand, but felt his legs swaying. “N—nurse,” he said.

“I’m afraid I don’t understand?”

“Need to see the nurse,” he said, forcing out each word between shallow breaths. “Don’t feel… so hot.”

“Mr. Walker, you have an alarming habit of wilting under the slightest scrutiny,” Mrs. Claridge said. “I believe I’d be doing you a great disservice if I didn’t insist that you persevere to the bitter end.”

“It’s not what—” Logan swallowed the thin line of bile that had climbed up his throat. “Please…”

“Let him go,” Fallon said. “Look at him? He’s sick.”

Several other voices murmured agreement.

“Oh, very well,” Mrs. Claridge said. “Go, if you must!”

Logan gathered his stack of textbooks and spiral-bound notebooks under his arm and staggered to the front of the room. The floor seemed to ripple ahead of him. He stumbled as another wave of nausea struck. Too late, he thought, pitching forward and dropping to one knee as he vomited the sum total of his breakfast into the round metal trashcan next to Claridge’s desk.

“Oh, good Lord,” Claridge squealed, bolting from her desk.

Scattered laughter at her startled reaction intermingled with sympathetic retching from a few others in the class with a prime view of the upheaval.

Logan felt a hand on his back, realized it was Fallon and, embarrassed, tried to wave her off while simultaneously succumbing to dry heaves. “I’m—okay,” he blurted as soon as he was able.

“Back to your seat, Ms. Maguire,” Claridge said.

Logan rose to his feet again, placing his hand on the edge of the teacher’s desk for support. His back to her, he said, “Sorry.”

“Yes, well off to the nurse with you then,” Mrs. Claridge said while maintaining her distance. “And take that wastebasket with you. Maybe the nurse will have some use for the… forensic evidence.”

“Right,” Logan muttered, grabbing the trashcan between thumb and forefinger.

“You’d do well to read up on Swift, Mr. Walker,” Mrs. Claridge called out to him as he walked through the doorway. “We’ll be discussing Gulliver’s Travels on Monday.”

Too embarrassed to glance at her or his classmates—though he would have liked one last reassuring glimpse of Fallon to gauge her reaction to his latest prescient episode—Logan hurried into the hall. With a silent apology, he placed the soiled trashcan in front of a janitorial closet and continued on his way. But not to the nurse’s office. He made a beeline to his locker.

Two hurried attempts failed to open his combination lock, so he forced himself to slow down and get it right the third time. He tossed his texts and notebooks into the main compartment of his backpack, then fished his cell phone out of the small front pocket.

Using the open banana-yellow locker door as a shield, lest the school potentates confiscate his phone, Logan speed-dialed his home number. “It’s Logan,” he whispered. “Been better. Lots better. Yes, something’s coming. Something big… and nasty.”

After disconnecting the call, Logan stuffed his backpack with everything he thought he’d need over the weekend, including the books for the classes he’d miss by leaving school early. He closed the locker door, spun the dial on the combination lock, turned around to face the empty hall and tried to take the first step out of the building. Instead he stumbled backward, striking the row of lockers before sliding down to the cold tile floor. He sat there, head bowed, forehead glistening with cold sweat, and trembled with the latest crashing wave of nausea.

He slipped into a dazed state, broken jarringly when the shrill buzzer announced the end of the class period. Moments later, as if herded through cattle chutes, the entire student body surged through classroom doorways to clog the hall with a mass of heedless, jostling humanity. Lest his denim-clad legs become organic speed bumps for his oblivious classmates, Logan drew his knees up to his chest and made himself as small as possible.

Moment later, a hand fell on his shoulder. Logan looked up as Fallon was crouched just above his eye level. “Lost?” she asked. “Nurse’s office is that way.”

“Ah,” Logan muttered. “Took a little detour.”

She clucked her tongue. “You don’t look so hot, mister.”

“Really?” Logan tried to sound surprised. “Cause I feel… superlative.”

“Superlative?”

“Because I’m a super hero,” he said. “Guess you didn’t know that.”

“No,” she said, frowning. “Guess not.”

“Yes, but apparently,” he said with a slight frown of his own, “my super power is vomiting.”

“As super powers go,” Fallon said, “not so cool.”

“No?”

“Afraid not,” she said. “But if you’re talking projectile vomiting, then that’s a cool super power.”

“Well, I am still in training.”

“C’mon, let me help you up, unmasked man,” she said, wrapping her right arm under his left.

Logan pushed back against the lockers for extra support as his rubbery legs strained to support him. By the time he was vertical he was out of breath. “Just call me,” he huffed, “Super Puker.” 

Fallon barked a laugh, then immediately clapped a hand over her mouth in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you, really.”

“Some folks call me Spew Boy.”

“Stop it,” she said, giving him a playful shove, then catching him by a clump of shirt when it looked like he might topple over.

“It’s okay,” Logan said as they stepped into the ebbing hallway traffic. “I’m immune to derision and most forms of public ridicule.”

“Suppose that comes in handy.”

“Ha, ha,” he said.

“Let’s get you to the nurse,” Fallon said, adding with a mischievous smile, “I’m sure she has mouthwash or some breath mints.”

“No nurse,” he said. “I’m outta here.”

Fallon stopped cold. “Oh—you’re leaving,” she said. “So this isn’t some sort of stomach bug. It’s…”

Logan nodded. “Worse than yesterday.”

“It’s just that I was hoping…”

“For normalcy?”

She nodded.

“Sorry. Ain’t gonna happen,” he said. “Not while I’m in town.”

“I wish I could turn back the clock,” she said.

“To before you knew me?”

“Not what I meant,” she said. “It’s not you.”

“Sure it is,” Logan said. “Some guys come with emotional baggage. I come with psychic baggage.”

She stared at him archly. “You really have to stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Blaming yourself for every bad thing that happens,” she said. “Just because you can… do what you do, doesn’t mean what happens is your fault.”

Logan saw her lips twitch and wondered what was behind the tic. Odd, but he sensed she wasn’t talking about him so much as about herself. “Fallon…?”

“Just stop it, okay?” she said, almost angrily. “It’s not your responsibility. Screw metaphysics. You’re an effect, not a cause.”

“Would you say I’m a special effect?”

She laughed again, and her anger disappeared. “You should rest in the nurse’s office,” she said. “You shouldn’t walk out of here.”

“Won’t have to walk,” Logan said after glancing over her shoulder. “My ride’s here.”

Fallon turned around. “Oh! Liana.”

“Hello, Fallon,” Liana said as she approached them with sweeping strides that sent her white gown flowing around her legs. “Logan, you look dreadful.”

“So I’ve been told.”

“Are you up for this?”

“Soon as I slip into my tights.”

Fallon made a noise, then clamped her lower lip between her teeth to stop herself from laughing.

 “What am I missing?” Liana asked with a delicate frown, looking from Logan to Fallon in bewilderment.

“Inside joke,” Logan said.

“We should be going.”

“Right,” Logan said seriously.

“Wait for me,” Fallon said. “I need to grab a few things from my locker.”

“No,” Logan said. “You’re not ready for this.”

“Says who?” Fallon asked a little defensively.

“He’s right, Fallon,” Liana said. “I—we appreciate your concern but you are untrained. You would be placing yourself unnecessarily at risk.”

“But I need—”

Liana interrupted her mid-protest. “Stick with us, Fallon, and your time will come. For now, it’s best we handle this. Agreed?”

Fallon sighed. “Suppose so. But wait—how’s Chelsea?”

“Her father came for her this morning. He’s taking her to the west coast to get her away from… everything. They’ll sell the house, and she’ll stay with him out there permanently.”

“Suppose that’s for the best.” The buzzer sounded. Fallon frowned. “Oh, crap! Late for Dinsmore’s class.”

“See you later,” Logan called back to her, looking back over his shoulder as he and Liana hurried down the deserted hallway.

Fallon mouthed a silent farewell and flashed him a half-hearted wave, but it was the forlorn look in her eyes that made him realize she doubted his calm assertion. He had no idea what her abilities were or might be, but he couldn’t help but think that if conscious prescience were among them, she might have foreseen a near future without him in it.


Chapter 32

Despite her tardiness to government class, Fallon arrived a full two minutes before the habitually late Mr. Dinsmore. She plopped down in her accustomed seat next to Sadie Bennett, heaved a sigh, and shook her head in frustration. Some nagging bit of intuition had urged her to leave school with Logan and Liana, but Liana’s logic had been unassailable. If they ran into something like last night, like whatever attacked Chelsea’s family, Fallon had no clue how to help. I’d be a clay pigeon, she thought in disgust. Sure, I could provide a distraction. Let the demon—or whatever the hell it is—attack me while somebody useful does whatever needs to be done.

“No sign of boy toy.”

“What?” Fallon said, startled out of her self-deprecating reverie by Sadie’s comment.

“Let me guess,” Sadie said. “Slipped your hook.”

“What—? Oh, the fishing metaphor again,” Fallon said, quirking a grin. “He went home sick.”

“Serious?”

“Could be,” Fallon said, suddenly fearing the worst. “Hope not.”

“Wait!” Sadie said with a gasp, eyebrows rising above her sculpted nose. “He’s the one? The guy who upchucked in Claridge’s trashcan?”

“Word travels fast.”

“Oh, wow! That must have been priceless,” Sadie said. “Golden!”

Fallon frowned. “Not exactly a Hallmark moment.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Sadie asked, incredulous. “It’s classic. It’s… all-time! Enshrine that trashcan in the Smithsonian.”

“I’m sure it’s been scrubbed clean by now.”

“No!”

“Settle down, citizens,” came a gruff voice from the front of the classroom. Mr. Dinsmore dropped his weighty briefcase on his desk to signal the official, if belated, start of class.

Within seconds Dinsmore began to fill the chalkboards with his indecipherable scrawl. Fallon dutifully and mechanically copied his sloppy wisdom into her notebook, at least as much as she could interpret, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that by doing the right thing she’d made the wrong choice.


Chapter 33

Logan sat in the passenger seat, his head against the closed window, allowing the silence in the white conversion van to lengthen. Once Liana determined that his bad vibes were as maddeningly unspecific as ever, she stopped pressing him for information. From past experience, she knew that he would tell her as soon as something definite resolved.

After a few moments, he noticed her tapping her fingernails against the steering wheel, that her other hand’s grip was unnaturally tight. He turned his attention to her face and saw the strain there. “What’s wrong?” he asked, sitting up straight in his seat.

She glanced at him before returning her attention to the road. “What do you mean?”

“C’mon, sis,” Logan said. “Your serene veneer is completely gone.”

“Okay, first of all, it’s not a veneer,” Liana said. “It’s inner peace through stress management.”

“Right,” Logan said undeterred. “Whatever. So what’s up?”

Liana sighed. “Ambrose.”

“Up all night with the book research,” Logan said. “Kinda figured. But that’s not what’s gotten under your skin.”

“I thought Barrett should have come with me,” Liana said, “to your school.”

“Backup driver?”

Liana scowled at him. “Don’t be obtuse, Logan. If this thing is as bad as you made it sound in your phone call, the three of us should be together.”

“I realize that, with my passive talents, I inspire little in the way of confidence, but the least—”

“Oh, don’t get defensive on me,” Liana said impatiently. “I’m not disparaging your manhood. It’s simple. We’re a team, right?”

Logan shrugged. “Sure.”

“And if we ever needed our best players on the field,” Liana continued, “all our best players, now is the time.”

“Agreed,” Logan said. “And thanks, by the way.”

“Don’t mention it,” Liana said. “Anyway, Ambrose specifically sent me for you without Barrett.”

“Still not sure what you mean.”

“He told Barrett to wait at the house.”

“Why?”

“Wouldn’t say,” Liana said. “Either he wants us to face it alone or…”

“Or he decided to send Barrett out after you’d gone.”

She nodded, frowning.

“Doesn’t make sense,” Logan said. “I’m the douser. Where would he send Barrett?”

She shrugged. “Maybe he’s holding Barrett in reserve.”

Logan patted her forearm. “Don’t worry, sis,” he said. “I’ll never let you down. You can count on me.”

“Same here,” Liana said and fell silent again.

Since the ill-fated rift crossing fractured Thalia’s mind, it had come down to the two of them, Liana and Logan against the world. Or rather, for the world. They’d lost their parents one after the other, followed by a sibling—because Thalia had changed. She was no longer the whole person who had stepped through that rift. That left the two of them. Ambrose seemed to exist outside their familial bond. He was their universal constant. Logan had the feeling Ambrose would be there long after Liana and he checked out. Sometimes only Liana and he seemed real, a last fragile connection to life and humanity. Because of their shared tragedies, their sibling bond had become stronger. At the same time, the rest of the world had become ephemeral and untrustworthy, offering only the illusion of safety and belonging.

Liana reached over and squeezed Logan’s left hand where it rested on his knee. “You really tossed your cookies in your teacher’s trashcan?”

“We don’t need to tell anyone else. Okay?”

She smiled. “You’re no fun.” As she turned onto their street, Logan leaned forward, like a hunting dog on point. Liana noticed the sudden tension in his body and she unconsciously eased up on the accelerator. She waited a moment or two before speaking. “Logan?”

“Something’s different.”

“What is it?”

“Don’t know.”

“Something good… or bad?”

Logan shrugged. “Different.”

As soon as she turned up the long driveway to their home, Logan hopped out of the moving white conversion van. He slammed the door as Liana protested his recklessness, then raced between the trees scattered across their wide lawn. Sun-fractured shadows lined his path, like harbingers of a deeper darkness to come, but he shook off the presentiment of doom and stayed focused on the change he sensed from inside the house. It seemed as if gravity had shifted, not stronger or weaker, but somehow askew.

“Logan, wait!” Liana called from behind him.

A quick glance revealed that she’d parked the van well short of the three-car garage and was chasing after him, no doubt fearing an imminent or ongoing attack within the house. “It’s okay,” he yelled over his shoulder. After a moment, he whispered, “I think it’s good.”

Logan rushed into the house, but stopped in the foyer and looked around expectantly. Ambrose and Barrett, the latter wearing sweat-damp workout clothes and an inquisitive frown, were walking toward the closed door of Ambrose’s office.

“Remarkable timing, Logan,” Ambrose said with a pleased grin.

Liana entered the foyer a few seconds after Logan and said, “What’s going on?”

“Good news,” Ambrose told them, his arms spread wide. “We have a visitor. No, that’s not quite right. A new addition. That’s better. Not that he’s new, you understand, but—”

“The rest of us don’t expect to live quite as long as you, Ambrose,” Barrett said impatiently. “Could we skip the preliminaries?”

“Certainly,” Ambrose said. “Right this way?”

When Ambrose opened his office door, Logan noticed that he still hadn’t decided where to hang his disturbing collection of artwork. The paintings continued to lean against the walls and bookshelves. But a moment later, Logan saw the tall, muscular man sitting in one of the leather wingchairs. Though quick details of the man’s attire registered—blue chambray shirt, jeans and scuffed work boots—Logan’s attention shifted to the black patch over the man’s left eye and the ruin of that side of his face. Deep furrowed scars traced an uneven path from his forehead to his neck. Despite the damage to the man’s visage, the family resemblance was unmistakable. His hair was a darker brown than Barrett’s and his remaining eye a paler blue, but otherwise there was no doubt.

“Gideon…?” Barrett said incredulously. “Gideon! Damn!”

“Barrett,” Gideon said with a nod and a tentative smile as he stood in greeting.

Barrett stepped forward, gripped and shook Gideon’s offered hand, then pulled his older brother into a quick, fierce hug, slapping him on the back several times before releasing him. “You should have called!”

“I did,” Gideon said with a slight frown as he glanced at Ambrose.

“Ambrose?” Barrett said. “Why didn’t you tell me—us?”

“Not his fault,” Gideon said. “I wanted to be sure…”

“Sure? About what?”

“I didn’t change my mind,” Gideon said with a wry grin. “Wouldn’t want to disappoint everyone, again.”

“No harm, right?” Barrett said as he turned to the side, indicating Liana and Logan as he made introductions.

“Glad to meet you,” Logan said. “Barrett talks about you a lot.”

“Don’t believe a word,” Gideon said, chuckling.

“Well, if only half of what he says about you is true,” Liana said, “we’re very glad to have you with us.”

“You are staying, right?” Barrett asked.

“Apparently, I don’t have a choice,” Gideon said, again exchanging a secretive look with Ambrose. “But yes, I’m staying.”

Barrett turned quickly to Ambrose and demanded an explanation. “No choice? What’s he talking about?”

“I called once,” Ambrose said. “Suggested he should join us. The decision was his.”

“No arm twisting?” Barrett asked. “Or guilt trips?

“I assure you my meager abilities in no way allow me to twist limbs through telephone lines from thousands of miles away,” Ambrose said. “And guilt is a subjective burden and an unreliable motivator.”

“Then I don’t get it,” Barrett said, glancing back and forth between the two men. “What am I missing?”

“Not much, apparently,” Ambrose said. “Gideon’s hand was forced, in his opinion, at least. You see, he encountered a grim. Or rather, the grim stalked him.”

“Worse than that,” Gideon said. “I believe this grim was killing children to lure me out of seclusion. His way of throwing down a gauntlet. A sick challenge.”

“But why? Why you?” Barrett asked. “You stopped hunting Outsiders so why… Oh.”

“What?”

“Nothing,” Barrett said quickly, dismissively.

“Say it.”

“I was thinking maybe he sought you out because you lost your… I mean, he might have assumed you lost your nerve.”

“Is that what you think, Barrett?” Gideon asked defensively. “That I lost my nerve?”

Barrett cleared his throat. “No, of course not, I…”

“The truth.”

“All right, damn it, yes,” Barrett said. “But only because of what happened to you. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t blame you. It was my fault, I should have—”

“You’re wrong.”

“Fine.”

“That’s not why I left.”

Barrett shook his head, wanting to avoid this confrontation if no others lately. “I said fine. Let’s leave it at that.”

“But it’s not fine,” Gideon said. “Not by a long shot.”

“Look, Gideon, no harm, right? Let’s drop it. I’m glad you’re back. That’s the important thing.”

“And why’s that?” Gideon asked. The right side of his face taut and flushed red with anger while the scar tissue along the left side remained pale. “What good am I to you—to any of you—if I’ve lost my nerve?”

“Let’s not argue, Gideon.”

“If you can’t trust me at your back,” Gideon shot back, “what the hell good am I?”

“You’re family.”

“Not good enough.”

“Please,” Liana said. “Is there a point to this bickering?”

“We’re not bickering,” Gideon said with a forced grin. “We’re clearing the air. Barrett thinks I’m a coward.”

“I never said that!”

“Let’s get one thing straight, little brother,” Gideon said as he pressed his index finger against Barrett’s chest. “I never lost my nerve.”

With that, he left the office and strode toward the kitchen.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Barrett yelled after him. “Are you calling me a coward?”

When Gideon refused to reply, Barrett started after him, but Ambrose caught his arm and shook his head. “Let him cool off, Barrett.”

“I didn’t mean…” Barrett protested. “I never said…”

“We know,” Ambrose said. “This is something Gideon needs to figure out.”

Logan saw Liana frown at them briefly before she followed Gideon into the kitchen. If any of them had the ability to calm Gideon, Liana was the best candidate for the job. Logan decided not to tag along and, instead, sat down in the abandoned wingchair and sighed. In all the excitement since arriving home, he’d almost forgotten about his intense nausea at school. The worst of it had passed, for the moment at least, but what remained was an itchy feeling of dread, as if imminent doom awaited his next moment of inattentiveness.

“What about you, Logan?” Ambrose asked.

“I don’t think Barrett’s a coward,” Logan said, smiling mischievously.

“I was referring to your frantic telephone call from school.”

“Guess the kid was looking for an excuse to play hooky.”

Ambrose ignored the gibe. “You sensed something?”

“Yes,” Logan said. “Still do. Not as intense. But it’s there, beneath the surface, like it could erupt any moment.”

“But not related to Gideon’s arrival?”

“No,” Logan said. “I had a completely different reaction when I realized he was here.”

“You knew?” Barrett asked, incredulous. He was trying to understand the scope and manifestation of Logan’s abilities but he simply hadn’t lived with them long enough to grasp the various subtleties.

“Doesn’t work that way,” Logan said. “I sensed a change, a shift in… something. As Liana drove closer to home, I sensed a change here, not its exact nature. Of course, in hindsight, I know that’s what I was sensing, but before all I had was my ever buoyant gut to go on.”

“And what about the other thing?”

“Like I said, it’s beneath the surface, a nagging sense of doom, but I can’t be more specific than that.”

“Doesn’t that drive you nuts?”

“More often than not.”

Barrett shook his head in apparent sympathy, glanced toward the kitchen, then back at Ambrose. “What’s his plan? Will he fight beside us?”

“I would hope so,” Ambrose said carefully.

“But…?”

“Only Gideon knows,” Ambrose said. “There’s a kind of… fatalism about his return to us. Resignation, if you will.”

“Not a death wish?”

“No, no,” Ambrose said. “I truly believe his spirit is willing.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Ambrose sighed. “I wish I knew.”


Chapter 34

When Liana entered the kitchen, Gideon was pouring himself a glass of filtered ice water. Probably avoids caffeine, she thought, same as Barrett. She was surprised how much they resembled each other, despite Gideon’s bigger build and the prominent scars along the left side of his face. After a few moments, she attributed the resemblance to the way they moved, catlike, with an economy of motion and sinuous grace.

Gideon glanced at her over the open refrigerator door and asked, “Can I get you something?”

“I’m fine,” Liana said and sat down in a chair, facing him with her back to the wall.

Gideon shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He closed the refrigerator and sat down opposite her. “Let me guess. You’re the family peacekeeper.”

She smiled. “Sometimes.”

“Look, Liana,” Gideon said after a slight sip of his chilled water. “I’m not mad at Barrett. In fact, I expected his reaction.”

“Expected? Or triggered?”

“Provocative comment for a peacekeeper.”

“Hence the ‘sometimes,’” Liana said.

“We all have our flaws,” Gideon said, prior to taking a longer sip of water.

She noticed that he had avoided her gaze during that last statement and she thought she understood why. “It’s not your fault,” she said softly, shaking her head. “Those children.”

“What—? Oh, I know that,” Gideon said with a slow nod. “How could I have known? Of course, after reading the details of the murders, I had an idea it might be a grim. But I couldn’t be sure. Doing what we do, it’s easy to see an Outsider hand in everything wrong with the world. Sadly, humans are sometimes as monstrous as the worst of the grims.” He let out a weary sigh. “No, I couldn’t be certain. Until he showed up on my doorstep.”

“So, you don’t blame yourself?”

“Had I been smarter, would I have caught on and stopped him sooner? Maybe… I can’t say. And yet, if I had had someone like you with me, working as a team, we might have been able to save at least one of those children. Again, maybe. But I choose not to live in ‘what if’ worlds. This one demands my full attention.” He rubbed the stubble along his jaw. “When you don’t have choices, why second guess yourself?”

“But is this the choice you want?”

Gideon spread his arms wide and laughed. “Is this what any of us Walkers want? We’d have to be crazy to want this life—this responsibility.”

Liana chuckled. “Good point,” she said. “Guess some of us see it as a calling.”

Gideon tapped his temple with an index finger. “That’s because this life warps your mind. I think we have a streak of insanity running in our mutated Walker genes.”

“Even you?”

He laughed. “Of course. None of us is exempt.”

Liana’s smile melted away as she thought of Thalia, whose mind had drifted perilously close to pure insanity. Perhaps they were at risk, every one of them. “I suppose each of us has an equal capacity for greatness and despair.”

“With most somewhere in the middle.”

Liana nodded agreement as she thoughtfully tapped a fingernail against one of the trays in the lazy Susan. “Some days are better than others.”

She had an idea that Gideon’s scarring was the root of his problem dealing with Barrett, but she wasn’t sure why. Whatever it was, it had little to do with vanity. Gideon made no effort to turn aside the ravaged side of his face, to hide or obstruct the scars. He looked at her now as he had looked at everyone else in the house, squarely, as if demanding acceptance for what he was, or rather, for how he appeared.

“The reason I came back is simple,” Gideon said. “I realized I can’t ignore what I am because they won’t. They’ll keep coming for me.”

“And if you attract grims, what better place than a Walker stronghold?”

“Precisely.”

Liana canted her head. Something in his tone. “You know, Barrett admires you.”

“Past tense.”

“No,” she said. “Present tense. And he doesn’t think you’re a coward.”

“He won’t—can’t trust me.”

“He doesn’t doubt you,” Liana said. “But maybe he thinks you doubt yourself.”

Gideon took a long swallow of water, then cleared his throat. “What do you mean?”

“That you were spooked by something in that rift in San Diego.”

“Hell, I’m spooked by most things on the other side of rifts.”

Too casual, too flippant, she realized. “You do doubt yourself.”

“I’m not afraid,” he said quickly. “No, that’s not right. We’d be fools not to fear the worst the rifts have to offer. But I’m not paralyzed by my fears. I never was and I’m not now, but…” His right hand crossed his body, his fingers drifting toward the eye patch before he pulled them away. “I lost an eye in that rift.”

Liana nodded. He was stating a fact, but beneath the obvious remark was a deeper meaning. “And something else?”

“Isn’t that enough?” Gideon asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “You don’t understand what that means for someone like me or Barrett. With our abilities.”

“Hyperacuity?” Liana said. “Lightning-fast reflexes.”

“Sure, I can still see,” he said. “But that’s not enough. Obviously, my field of vision is decreased but more importantly, with one eye, my depth perception is shot.”

“You believe you’re a liability.”

“A fraud,” he said, draining his glass. “Oh, I still have my abilities, hyperaesthesia and hyperacuity, and a bit of prescience about certain things. But what good are lightning-fast reflexes when you’re aim is bad, when you misjudge distances, bump into doorjambs?”

“I know.”

Gideon arched his eyebrows. “You know?” He chuckled bitterly. “That’s it? You know.”

“When I first learned of your accident,” Liana said, “I started a… special project.”

“Like what? A scrapbook? Gideon’s past glories?”

“No,” Liana said with a tolerant smile. “Something a bit more ambitious.”

Gideon leaned forward, flashing an indulgent smile. “Never knew you took such an interest in me.”

“I didn’t want to say anything, in case I failed… but then you…”

“Quit?”

Liana nodded. “I thought you wanted to get away from us, so I decided it was better that I not meddle in your affairs.”

“Well, I’m back,” Gideon said with a crooked grin. “So feel free to meddle again. What was this special project?”

Liana cleared her throat and looked down, as if embarrassed. “A replacement eye.”

“Sorry. Doctors beat you to it,” Gideon said. “Fitted me with a new-fangled integrated orbital implant. Hydroxyapatite. Real tongue-twister, huh?” He lightly tapped the black eye patch with his forefinger. “Docs made it sound like everyone would want one of these babies. Of course, you can’t actually see anything with them, but it’s all about cosmetic appearances and range of motility. Fools the casual observer. Problem is, I’m the one on the inside not looking out.”

“I figured as much,” Liana said. “I mean, about the implant. So why do you wear the eye patch?”

“Hell with the casual observer, you know? I look in the mirror—with my good eye, naturally—and I can tell. As a bionic eye, it leaves a lot to be desired. Guess I’ll get one of those super-powered science fiction replacements about the same time personal jetpacks and anti-gravity cars start rolling off the assembly line.”

“Unfortunately, a bionic implant is beyond my… abilities,” Liana said tentatively.

The eyebrow above Gideon’s good eye arched again. “Abilities?”

“Well, you see, I made you an implant,” Liana said. “But it’s not made of that hydroxy stuff.”

“No?”

Liana shook her head.

Gideon grinned. “What, then, pray tell?”

“Crystal.”

“A bit old-fashioned, don’t you think?”

“The materials might be a bit old world—or new wave—depending on your perspective,” Liana admitted. “But the design is, um, very progressive.”

“Really? How so?”

“It’s triple-spelled,” Liana said. “I had Thalia assist me, to help bind the magic.”

“Thalia? She still uses magic?”

“On occasion,” Liana said. “It’s not always safe for her—or us—but she can do it as long as I help her focus. Oops, sorry, unintentional pun.”

“What?”

“Eye,” Liana said, “and focus.”

“Right,” he said, grinning. “Shame on you.”

“Unfortunately, the implant is inert at the moment.”

“Thanks for trying,” Gideon said. “Means a lot that you were thinking of your long-lost cousin.”

“You don’t understand, Gideon,” Liana said, taking his hand in hers and gazing into his remaining eye. “I didn’t say it won’t work. Only that it’s inert.”

“I don’t understand,” he said, the easy confidence and playfulness fading from his voice. “Inert. That means it’s a failure, right?”

“Not at all,” Liana said, smiling at him. “We designed this eye to produce a glamour and—”

“An illusion? I don’t understand.”

“To appear the same as your normal eye, to react in concert with it, not just motility but pupil dilation, relative inflammation of capillaries, whatever. It will mimic the other eye’s movement and appearance precisely.”

“That would be a definite improvement over this hunk of hydroxyapatite in my skull.”

“That’s not the best part,” Liana said, squeezing his hand. She was becoming excited despite herself. Until the implant was in place and animate, she could not be sure it would work as promised. “The eye will be adaptive to your surroundings, perhaps more so than your normal eye, and it will be… viable.”

“What exactly are you saying, Liana?”

“You should be able to see through this eye,” Liana said, “in any conditions.”

“See? How is that possible? It’s a crystal sphere.”

“The bound, triple spells,” Liana said, with a shrug. “In theory.”

“Ah,” Gideon said with the knowing grin of the redeemed skeptic. “There’s the rub. Looks good on paper, but in practice, not so much.”

“That depends on you.”

“Why? You said it was inert. In other words, worthless, right?”

“Wrong,” Liana said. “Inert means it’s not animate.”

“Right. An ocular implant by any other name.”

Liana folded her arms under her chest and glared at him. “Stop being such a Doubting Gideon for five seconds, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Fine,” Liana said. “The implant is only inert because we were missing one crucial ingredient.”

“A rare herb? Mystical stone?”

“No, wise guy,” Liana said. “We were missing your blood.”

“What?”

“You heard me. We can’t animate the eye without your blood.”

Gideon cleared his throat again and said, “Exactly how much blood are we talking about?”

“Not much,” Liana said. “A few drops, applied to the implant. The spells are bound to the implant, but the implant must be bound to you. Otherwise, it remains—”

“Inert.”

“Yes.”

“But with my blood it will be… animate?”

Liana nodded, sporting a satisfied grin.

“And I’ll be able to see with this artificial eye?”

“Probably better than with your normal eye. Of course, we haven’t been able to test it, but the theory is sound.”

“How do we test it? When can we test it?”

“Can you remove your hydro-poxy implant?”

“Hydroxyapatite,” Gideon unconsciously corrected. She could tell his mind was racing ahead with the possibility of having his sight fully restored. “Yes, I take it out every month or so to clean it.”

“Then we can test it today,” Liana said.

“Best news I’ve heard in a long time.” He took her hand this time and gave it a healthy squeeze. “This works, I’ll owe you big time.”

“All in the family,” Liana said, with a big goofy grin on her face. Somewhere down inside her, threatening to bubble up into her consciousness and overwhelm her, were a bunch of nagging questions and doubts. It had been a while since she and Thalia had spelled the implant, so she wondered if the spells were still potent, if the implant would function as promised. And she worried about failing Gideon after giving him hope. Yet she refused to let her qualms undermine her confidence and enjoyment of the moment. If the implant needed adjustments, some minor magical tweaks, she would perform them without complaint or hesitation. Gideon had returned to the family of his own accord, but she would make sure he had a good reason to stay.

“Great,” Gideon said. “Let’s get started.”

Liana nodded confidently.

“It this replacement eye works,” Gideon said excitedly, “you could have one helluva cottage industry in ocular implants.”

Liana frowned, “The implant relies on tapping into the second site potential that only Walkers possess. That’s why it’s adaptive vision.”

“Despite our need to keep a low profile,” Gideon said. “I suppose that was too much to hope for.”

At that moment, Barrett entered the kitchen, gripping the doorjamb with both hands. “Logan disappeared.”

Liana rose to her feet, a confused frown replacing her recent grin. “What?”

“Well, not into thin air,” Barrett said. “But he stood up and walked out of the house without a word.”

Gideon looked at both of them. “Is that normal for him?”

“No,” Liana said. “It must be happening now.”

“Whatever made him sick at school?” Barrett asked.

Liana nodded. “We have to find him,” she said. “If it’s as bad as he believes it will be, he’ll need us.” She looked at Gideon. “All of us.”

Gideon nodded assertively, but Liana could see the concern in his one pale blue eye. Fear that the moment he would fail them was fast approaching.


Chapter 35

While Barrett and Gideon stashed their swords in nondescript duffel bags, Liana left the house carrying nothing more than her modest handbag. But not before Ambrose caught her elbow, a worried expression on his face. “What do you know?” she asked immediately.

“From the meager references I’ve located concerning Carnifex, I believe he feeds on fear as much as flesh.”

“Based upon Chelsea’s story about her mother, that makes sense.”

“It’s not enough to deny him your flesh, Liana,” Ambrose said before releasing her. “You must deny him your fear.”

“Way ahead of you, Ambrose,” Liana said with a mysterious smile.

“Indeed,” he said, intrigued.

“I’ll explain later,” she said with an unexpected burst of optimism. “Gotta run.”

At the time, he didn’t press her for details. In hindsight, Liana thought maybe he should have. Instead, she ran out the door, a weird mixture of anxiety and confidence giving her as much nervous energy as her hyperacuitive cousins.

After verifying that Logan hadn’t taken the white van or Barrett’s slate-gray Jeep, she hurried to the curb and looked in vain for any sign of Logan on foot. As far as she could see, the street was deserted. In the distance, she heard the mechanical drone of a lawn mower. A warm, intermittent breeze halfheartedly pushed an empty snack bag along the curb; that same fitful wind created an ominous whispering among the trees, as if they were taunting her with dark secrets they were determined to keep. Unfortunately, divination of arboreal omens was not among her paranormal abilities.

With no idea which way Logan had gone, she would have to improvise. She raised her left arm, causing her voluminous sleeve to spill away from her forearm and expose several of the elegant golden sigils adorning her flesh. Visualizing Logan’s face in her mind, she traced the outline of two of the sigils and whispered in her personal magical language, “Locis revelis.”

Barrett and Gideon arrived as she spoke and took positions on either side of her, duffel bags in hand. They waited quietly for the result of her ad hoc incantation. Within a few moments, a golden glow began to envelop her hand and she felt her forearm pulling to the right. She relaxed and let her arm swing wide, seemingly of its own volition, and her index finger extended, like a compass needle finding magnetic north.

With a wink at Gideon, she said, “Logan’s not the only douser in this family.”

When he responded to her attempt at humor with a solemn nod, she gave herself a mental kick. Of course he would be worried about his missing eye and his poor depth perception. She’d offered him hope of a cure, but the magical ocular implant would have to wait until after Logan was safe. With a rift incident imminent, the greater danger was a delayed response.

As they hurried in the direction her arm had indicated, Liana opened her purse, reached inside and removed three necklaces with crystal spheres the size of marbles dangling from silver chains. “Here,” she called to the men. “Put these on.”

“Maybe we should worry about accessorizing later,” Barrett said.

But Gideon had noticed something in her tone. “Do as she says, little brother.”

“Fine,” Barrett said brusquely, snatching one of the necklaces from her hand and slipping it over his head with his free hand. “Happy now?”

“Ecstatic,” Liana said, flashing her tongue at his back.

Gideon chuckled as he put on one of the necklaces. “I’d prefer the implant.”

“These are important, too,” Liana said, slipping the third necklace over her own head. “Maybe more important.”

“Amulet. Right?”

“Got it in one.”

At the corner, Barrett pointed. “There he is. At the—”

“Bus stop?” Gideon said.

Logan stood in front of a bus shelter decorated with movie posters beside an elderly woman with an oversized black pocketbook, wearing a blue and white print dress, opaque white stockings and flat black shoes. He glanced around expectantly, his head moving slowly left to right and back again, but with the slightly lost look in his eyes that Liana recognized as his dousing mode. Despite the risk of breaking his trance state, she called his name.

Logan’s gaze focused instantly on her.

At that moment, a New Jersey Transit bus rolled up to the shelter and stopped between them with a hiss. She heard the creak of the doors opening and knew without question what was about to happen.

“Let’s go!” she shouted to Barrett and Gideon. “We need to be on that bus.”


Chapter 36

Logan followed the old woman onto the bus and paid his fare after her, in effect paying a toll for what he feared was certain doom. He had no choice. Though he could often sense impending supernatural mayhem, he was sometimes captive to its pull. When every instinct for self-preservation told him to run in the opposite direction, he entered this altered state of consciousness where his body could not follow the safe course. Like an exhausted swimmer caught in a riptide, he was pulled inexorably toward danger. It wasn’t a question of courage or even family duty, but rather a matter of his skewed Walker genetics.

His consciousness surfaced briefly when he’d heard Liana call his name, but the NJ Transit bus interrupted their line of sight and he slipped back into autopilot. Despite the imminent danger, a deeper part of his being insisted that he step onto the bus. He prayed that his more capable siblings would follow, but that was out of his hands.

The bus driver, a burly middle-aged man with a receding hairline and a meticulously trimmed mustache, had a large Phillies button affixed to his sun visor. Logan directed a friendly nod his way, but the driver seemed too bored to notice subtle greetings.

Now that he was on the bus, Logan’s legs had become wobbly, his stomach nervous. The center aisle divided each row of four high-backed brown cloth seats into pairs. The old woman took a seat behind the bus driver, but Logan proceeded down the narrow aisle to the back of the bus. The faces of twenty strangers seemed pallid and indifferent under the fluorescent lights. Most pointedly ignored his fleeting gaze, as if he would interpret the slightest hint of acknowledgment as an invitation to sit beside them.

The majority of the bus riders were in the post-fifty demographic, with a smattering of middle-aged women and a few older teens, probably college students. Opposite a rail-thin, elderly black man working the New York Times crossword with a stub of a pencil sat a coed with frizzy red hair, wearing a Rowan University T-shirt and frayed jeans, listening to an iPod as she highlighted key points in a chemistry textbook.

Then, in the time between one eye blink and the next, all the faces and bodies transformed, flesh and limbs torn away, disemboweled and beheaded, one body indistinguishable from the next, blood dripping and pooling everywhere, bits of flesh and bone clinging to the cloth seats or oozing down fractured windows. Logan gasped and stumbled briefly, before regaining his balance. That quickly the vision ended. He was in the present again, with his fellow passengers. And they remained oblivious of the approaching danger, while he trembled at the memory of what might happen.

Logan sat across from a large Hispanic woman flipping through the pages of People magazine as if she’d read every article and photo caption at least twice but hoped to discover something she’d missed in her previous passes.

She glanced up from the glossy pages long enough to say, “Beautiful day.”

Logan said softly, “Not for long.”

“Excuse me?”

“No—nothing,” Logan said. “Got a bad feeling about today. That’s all.” 

In the past, Logan might have yelled at all of them to get off the bus while they still had a chance to escape, but he’d learned from experience that he would achieve anything but the desired result. They wouldn’t listen. Or they would toss him off the bus. Or have him arrested as a public nuisance. Plus, his abilities were vague enough, often enough, that he couldn’t say with certainty that the bus would be the center of the imminent disaster. A rift might be coming for one of the passengers but cross their path long after they had departed the bus. He was reminded of Chelsea Conrad, still alive despite his vision of her skeleton astride her hybrid bike.

Barrett, Gideon and Liana boarded the bus moments after him. Liana was combing through her small purse to pay their combined fare. As the driver closed the doors and accelerated slowly away from the shoulder of the road, Barrett led the others back to Logan.

Liana sat beside Logan and patted his knee. Barrett and Gideon stayed one row forward, on either side of the aisle. Uneasy in their padded seats, both men scanned the interior of the bus as if searching for stress fractures.

“Trying to give us the slip?” Gideon asked with a lopsided grin.

“No,” Logan said. “I just…”

“Followed his nose,” Barrett said. His hand slipped inside his unzipped duffel bag and his forearm flexed as, apparently, he gripped the hilt of his concealed sword.

Across the aisle, Gideon had assumed a pose of similar preparedness.

“Figurative nose,” Logan said.

Liana spoke softly beside him, “A nose for trouble.”

The Hispanic woman glanced suspiciously from Gideon to Barrett before asking Logan, “Friends of yours?”

“Family,” Logan said quickly.

“Uh-huh,” the woman said skeptically. “Guess I should mind my own business,” she muttered and returned her attention to the glossy magazine.

After a moment, Barrett tapped the floor of the bus and whispered, “Is this it?”

Logan shrugged, noncommittal.

“Figures,” Barrett said, maintaining the same soft tone. He turned to Gideon. “We should split up. Just in case. I’ll take the front of the bus. Next stop.” 

Gideon nodded agreement.

Logan glanced at the Hispanic woman, who was now wearing a frown and squirming a bit in her seat. She’d taken Logan’s earlier comment to heart and was imagining, no doubt, that a terrorist plot involving NJ Transit was afoot. When the bus rolled to a stop and Barrett eased forward up the aisle, the woman pulled herself out of her seat and stepped out the back door without a word.

For a brief moment, Logan wondered if she carried doom with her, but he sensed no change in the psychic freight of the bus. She had escaped whatever was coming for the rest of them. If he had spooked her, he was glad. That meant one innocent person out of harm’s way. The bus resumed its course, swaying slightly as it pulled into the stream of traffic. Barrett settled into his forward position, glancing back at them during the next stop, as if to say, “Well…?”

Logan shrugged.

Three more passengers boarded the bus. No one got off.

“Almost forgot,” Liana said. She removed a necklace from her purse and gave it to Logan. A small crystal orb dangled from a silver chain. “Put this on,” she said. “For protection.”

Logan nodded and placed the amulet around his neck.

The bus swung back onto Kings Highway, into the heart of Hadenford’s business district, where the lanes widened, with metered parking on both sides of the busy avenue. Most of the passengers were looking out the windows when a shadow rippled across the first three seats behind the driver.

Barrett leapt to his feet, his sword sliding free of the duffel bag.

The old woman who had boarded the bus before Logan toppled out of her seat. Her head and right arm were missing. The two rows of seats behind hers, formerly occupied, were now vacant… and torn.

A woman screamed.

The bus driver’s double take swept over Barrett and the dismembered woman lying in the aisle in a pool of blood at Barrett’s feet. With the driver’s startled reaction, the bus swerved into oncoming traffic. More shouts and screams. The driver yanked hard on the big steering wheel, narrowly avoiding a collision with a florist delivery van.

Several bus passengers rose from their seats with a variety of indignant protests, most concerning the erratic driving. Someone noticed the dead woman and screamed.

Gideon, sword in hand, walked toward the front of the bus.

Liana’s gaze darted around the interior of the bus, seeking the darkness.

Logan was overly conscious of the floor beneath his feet… a rumbling.

One of the bus seats trembled and collapsed, tilting into the aisle. The rail-thin black man let out a startled cry as he pitched sideways into the aisle.

A wet, serpentine shape, coiled in a reverse S, rose above the seats with an elderly man impaled on its glistening barb. With a sideways flick of its upper loop, the tentacle flung the man against the broad, tinted windows. His ruined body collapsed between seats, leaving the cracked windows sticky with his blood.

By now, almost everyone was screaming and shouting.

A woman wearing a yellow scarf over her hair, with a shopping bag clutched to her chest, ran down the aisle of the bus for a moment, then simply dropped out of sight, as if she’d stepped off a hidden precipice.

Gideon worked toward the tentacle’s last known position, while shouting over the roar of the crowd, “Stop the bus!” He tried to wave off Barrett, who approached from the opposite direction, but Barrett shook his head.

“What’s Barrett doing?” Liana said to Logan. “He’s in a better position to stop the bus.”

“He won’t let Gideon face the rift alone.”

“That’s stupid! He can’t—”

A bloodcurdling scream filled the bus. Smoke wafted up between the seats, bringing the acrid tang of burned flesh to the cabin. A charred body, coiled into the fetal position, spun through the air toward Gideon, who dodged at the last moment. Perhaps sensing the threat Gideon posed, the tentacle had hurled the body at him. Logan noticed the undamaged iPod and headphones attached to the charred body and recalled the red-haired coed and her chemistry text. Wherever the darkness had taken her, only her flesh had burned.

Kneeling in the aisle, the old black man wailed, “I’m blind! Lord help me, I’m blind.” His hands trembled before his face, but Logan saw that his eye sockets were bloody ruins.

The bus swerved again, and clipped a parked car with a sound like an explosion.

The darkness blasted through seat after seat, racing forward, away from Gideon’s position. Barrett tracked its progress, pulling and shoving people out of the way, but it reached the bus driver before him. Out of the pitch black shadow, the tentacle lashed forward and coiled around the man’s thick neck. The driver shook as if overcome by a terrible fever. Rather than simply trying to strangle him, the tentacle was trying to separate his head from his spinal column.

“Too late!” Logan shouted.

He grabbed Liana’s arm as the bus swerved out of control.

Barrett severed the tentacle but not before the bus driver’s death throes steered the bus into a hard left turn. A midnight blue Dodge pickup truck traveling in the opposite direction struck the front of the bus and veered off to the side.

In the next few moments, Logan tried to fight gravity. The bus rolled over with a crunching, cracking, screeching inevitability. Lights popped, glass shattered, and bodies—the living and the dead—tumbled end over end. Logan felt himself crushing Liana, but even before he could pry himself off her, she was over him and flung aside in a flutter of white cloth. One side of the bus crumpled inward as it met an immovable object with destructive, if not unstoppable, force.

The transit bus’s momentum finally played out. It lay on its side, hissing and smoking, its hazy interior also filled with the weeping and moans of its injured occupants.

Light flickered in the bus, but Logan’s eyes swept the devastation, seeking the unfathomable darkness that stalked the passengers, a deeper darkness—

—and there it was!

Sliding through the smoky air, a rip in reality, seeking its next victim.

With his aching back pressed to a crumpled seat, Logan lay in its path, too stunned to move. He’d had the wind knocked out of him. An empty black leather shoe pressed against his cheek. Nearby, Liana stirred.

Gideon called, “Liana? Logan?”

“I’m… okay,” Liana said. “But—Logan?”

“Been better,” Logan said. “About to get a lot worse.”

Behind the approaching blot of darkness, Barrett crouched, creeping forward, gauging his position. He caught Logan’s eye and winked.

“Barrett, no—!”

Barrett used one of the seats to give himself a boost and then dove, arms outstretched, leading with the tip of his sword, arcing toward the blot of utter darkness and vanishing into it. In a single moment, he winked out of existence.

Liana squeezed past Logan and stumbled. “Suicidal fool!” she hissed. Her forearms were aglow as she traced sigils from her wrists to elbows. Then, in a coaxing, almost pleading voice, she said, “Evaris abesh. Evaris abesh. Evaris…”

For a moment, the predatory darkness became still. But only for a moment. Then the edges began to tremble and ripple.

Liana didn’t hesitate a moment longer. She leapt into the darkness after Barrett. Her golden aura seemed to dissolve in its inky depths. Logan refused to dwell on the possibility that her life had been extinguished as easily.

Metal screeched. The back of a padded seat toppled past Logan’s head.

Gideon scrambled out of a pile of bodies, his clothes torn and matted with blood. He caught Logan under the arm and helped him to an awkward standing position inside the toppled bus. Panting, Gideon looked around, wary of the slightest threat. “Liana? Barrett?”

“Gone,” Logan said with a hollow feeling in his stomach. “Both gone.”

“And the rift?”

“Right after Liana crossed over, the rift….” He shook his head, but despite his best efforts, he could only imagine the worst.  “It winked out.”


Chapter 37

Thalia rarely chose the subject matter of her paintings and sketches. At least not consciously. Instead, the subjects and the themes channeled through her subconscious to her brush or pencil and revealed themselves on canvas or paper. Little more than a physical conduit, she selected the medium and awaited the message. And yet, sometimes she believed the choice of materials was not hers to make either, but rather the message’s prerogative. This was not an artist’s conceit to describe the creative process because, for her, art was not a form of aesthetic expression. It was more like a psychic steam valve. A way to purge the prescient images and messages that continually accumulated in her mind, making coherent thought all but impossible. 

She had not escaped the dark rift unscathed. Unharmed physically, but scarred psychically. As she imagined it, the ordeal had short-circuited her paranormal abilities. Arising from her psychic wreckage, her art became not a form of rehabilitation, but a means of accommodation. A way to cope but, unfortunately, not a path toward healing. Because some wounds never healed. Life was a construction riddled with mistakes and imperfections, destined to crumble. A ruin foretold at birth.

Her sanity, she recognized in lucid moments, was similarly flawed. By giving expression to her visions through art, she managed to retain an important part of herself. Even while her mind was adrift, she clung to that vital chunk of her identity and saved herself from drowning in a sea of chaos and despair.

Painting had become a survival instinct. One she no longer questioned. Letting the message, and the visions, flow out of her through brush or pen or charcoal stick was as automatic as breathing. And so, for some time now, she’d been painting a black spiral on her canvas without trying to understand its meaning. The spiral began at the center of her canvas as a wispy thread of gray and became progressively darker, thicker and more ominous with each outward turn.

Then, a sudden realization struck her with the force of a blow.

Liana’s gone!


Her camel hair paintbrush, slathered in black acrylic paint, slipped from her numb fingers and fell to the paint-spattered hardwood floor. “No, no, no,” she whimpered. “Not her. Not Liana.”

Shoving the wet canvas and easel aside with a careless backhand sweep of her arm, she ran the length of the attic studio to the lowered folding staircase. As panic and fear surged within her, tears blurred her vision. Moaning softly, she untied her smock and whipped it off her head, tossing it back toward the collapsed easel and her abandoned painting.

In her haste, she missed the first tread on the folding staircase and almost fell. She didn’t care. She finished her awkward descent, stumbled around the base of the staircase, then raced down the regular stairs to the ground floor, almost wishing for an accident and the quick release of unconsciousness. She was running without a destination in mind. Whether she was chasing something or running away didn’t matter to her.

Ambrose stepped out of his office and caught her arm before she reached the front door. “Thalia! What’s wrong?”

“She—she—she’s gone!”

“Who?”

“Liana,” Thalia said, shaking her head wildly. “I told her to stay out of the dark! I warned her!”

“How do you—?” He took a deep breath. “What do you know?”

Thalia stared at him, not comprehending the question. “Too much,” she said. “Not enough.”

“Tell me,” he said calmly, attempting to soothe her.

“She was… I sensed. No, that’s not right,” Thalia said, shaking her head again. She nibbled on her thumbnail and fought the urge to scream. “Can’t you feel it?”

“What?”

“Her… absence!”

“No, I’m afraid not.”

“She was… a light,” Thalia said. “A light that’s winked out. Now it’s dark. All darkness. What will I do without her, Ambrose?”

Ambrose wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. “Don’t worry, Thalia,” he said confidently. “When the others return, we’ll come up with a plan.”

“I warned her,” Thalia whispered. “Warned her about the dark.”


Chapter 38

“What now?” Logan asked.

He sat on the curb beside Gideon, who had surreptiously returned his sword to his duffel bag. The police had shut down a two block stretch of Kings Highway, enforcing a detour while paramedics treated survivors. Although none of the vehicles involved in the crash had caught fire, two fire trucks waited nearby. Using axes to smash the remaining windows on the bus, firefighters rescued the wounded and recovered bodies or, in some cases, body parts.

Gideon gave a slight nod. “They follow their training.”

“You are talking about Liana and Barrett, right?”

“Of course,” Gideon said with a grim smile. “Weren’t you.”

“Are you worried?”

“Are you?”

“Mom always said, ‘Those left behind, are left to worry.’”

Gideon shrugged. “Worry is in a mother’s job description. There’s a fine line between concern and worry. I prefer to stay on the concerned side.”

“What are their chances?” Logan said. “In… there?”

Gideon shook his head. “Let’s not speculate on their survival. Remember, they’re not alone. They have each other. And the combination is right.”

“Combination?”

“In a rift crossing, you want a magic user and a sword wielder together,” Gideon said, interlacing his fingers to form a doubled fist. “Complementary strengths.”

“Right,” Logan said. His father had been lost after a solitary crossing. And Thalia, though she had returned from her rift crossing, had not returned whole. Surviving a rift crossing required might and magic. But there were never any guarantees. And Barrett—while he wasn’t out of control—had obvious self-esteem issues. He had something to prove and maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly. That distraction could get them both killed. Glancing at Gideon’s profile, Logan couldn’t help thinking Liana would have been better off crossing the rift with the older brother.

“Look sharp,” Gideon said abruptly.

Logan followed his gaze and saw the Chief of Police approaching from a grim row of covered bodies, few of them whole.

Chief Grainger had arrived at the accident scene as Logan and Gideon were climbing through a shattered bus window. He’d stopped long enough to tell them to wait for him, then left to direct his people through the crisis and cleanup. Now, at last, he was returning to them, no doubt seeking answers.

“Let me guess,” Grainger said. “This… accident is the result of another rift.”

After a surprised glance at Logan, Gideon turned back to the chief and said, “You know about rifts?”

“Yes,” the chief said. “And I assume you’re part of the illustrious Walker family? You resemble the other one. Barrett.”

“Brothers.”

“Figures,” Grainger said. He looked an accusation at Logan. “You people were supposed to warn me about something like this.”

“There wasn’t time,” Logan said. “Everything happened so fast.”

“Almost everyone on that bus was killed, or seriously injured.”

Gideon sighed. “It caught them by surprise. Nothing in their experience prepared them for what happened. We tried to help them.”

“Is that so?” Grainger asked.

“Yes,” Gideon said softly, “it is.”

Logan thought there might have been a hint of guilt in Gideon’s voice, but not for any reason Grainger might have suspected. Logan recalled how Barrett had ignored Gideon’s instructions, determined to attack the Outsider rather than first stop the bus. Not exactly stellar teamwork.

Grainger glanced at the row of bodies. “Could have fooled me.”

Gideon stood up slowly and stared at Grainger with his one ice-blue eye. “What are you implying?”

“Soldiers on the front lines generally suffer the heaviest casualties, and yet you two emerged from that wreck with a few bumps and scrapes.”

“Really?” Gideon said and gritted his teeth.

“Looks that way from here.”

“Before you make any more snap judgments,” Gideon said, “you might want to know that four Walkers got on that bus.”

“What?”

“You heard me,” Gideon said. “Barrett and Liana are gone.”

Stunned by the news, Grainger rubbed his jaw and cleared his throat before speaking. “Their remains…are they…?”

“There aren’t any remains,” Logan said. “They’re gone. Completely gone.”

“That’s not possible. Unless…”

“They crossed the rift,” Gideon said. “Before it closed, they crossed to the other side, to wherever Carnifex lives, whatever hell he calls home.”

“Then they’re not dead? Liana, she’s alive?”

Gideon shrugged. “No way of knowing. Until they come back. Or don’t come back. Even then, it might not mean they’re dead. Only that they can’t find a way back.”

Chief Grainger sat on the curb and heaved a prolonged sigh. He brushed the back of his hand across his forehead and stared at the overturned bus. After a long moment he shook his head, seemingly at a loss for words.

Gideon sat down beside him and waited.

Logan joined them on the curb, crushing an empty soda can under the heel of his sneaker. He picked up the flattened aluminum disk and flung it into a nearby trashcan. Considering all the death and destruction around them, the civic gesture seemed ironically futile. But it was one small thing he could control.

“What’s the point?” Grainger said at last, seeming to echo Logan’s dejected thoughts.

“What do you mean?” Gideon asked.

“What does this Carnifex creature want here?”

“Better hunting grounds,” Gideon said. “Might be as simple as that.”

“But all this killing through a rift. Why not cross and get it over with?”

“Oh, he will. As soon as he’s strong enough,” Gideon said. “I believe the killing makes him stronger or at least fuels his ability to widen the rift. Eventually, he will cross. Don’t doubt that. Barrett and Liana are attempting to cut him off at the pass.”

“And if they fail?”

“Then we send more Walkers through the rift,” Gideon said solemnly. “Or we make our stand here.”

Grainger surveyed the row of ravaged bodies and shook his head. “Wish I had your confidence.”

“Failure is not an option.”

“You sound like your brother.”

“Hope that’s not the only lesson Barrett remembered.”

Logan stared at the crippled bus. Failure might not be an option, but success was not guaranteed. He sensed the worst was yet to come and wondered if he would ever see Liana and Barrett again. No Walker talent could span a closed rift. If his sister and cousin were alive, they belonged to another world now.


Chapter 39

Leading with the tip of his off-world-steel sword, Barrett hurled himself through the rift into utter darkness. If his aim was true and fortune guided his thrust, he hoped to impale Carnifex and put an end to his brutal incursions. Who knew what havoc Carnifex might wreak on Earth if he managed to cross over? The barbed tentacle, which seemed to have the ability to regenerate, had caused enough death and destruction already. 

Barrett’s first thought—his only thought at the moment he pushed off the padded bus seat—was to destroy the menace. Half measures were useless. In the heat of battle, he never considered the possibility that the rift might close behind him, forever sealing him in Carnifex’s hell dimension. Since his primary paranormal ability was hyperacuity, pausing to consider his options or weigh the consequences of those actions would nullify the advantage his talent gave him. To be effective, hyperacuity demanded impetuousness.

As he crossed the rift, the light seemed to wink out and the ambient temperature plunged twenty degrees.

The tip of his sword skittered across a hard, curved surface that felt like polished stone, then sliced through open air. Barrett tucked and rolled, coming up in a defensive crouch, his sword at a forty-five degree angle in front of him.

No doubt about it, he thought. The polished stone had moved—twisted out of the way. In no dimensions known to Barrett was rock animate, which meant—

An odor akin to rotting garbage washed over him.

He heard a rustling metallic sound a moment before a stone club slammed into the side of his ribs, knocking him to the ground.

Time to face facts, he thought groggily as he climbed to his hands and knees. Whatever it is that feels like stone is actually— “Carnifex!”

Sudden rustle of metal and—something hard struck his head, snapping it to the side. His limbs became rubbery. Everything seemed to crumble away from him.

And Barrett sank into darkness.



A moment of disorientation as the ground seemed to shift, then settle. Poured concrete. Beneath him. And the air was considerably warmer under the glow of dangling light bulbs. Filled with the scent of wood and sawdust.

“Barrett! C’mon!”

Gideon’s voice.

Corrugated steel walls enclosed the space, a building filled with stacks of kiln-dried lumber.

Oh, no! Barrett thought. The warehouse, in San Diego, before Gideon—but how!

A gurgling squeal of pain erupted to Barrett’s left.

He turned and stared at the twelve-foot-high banded stacks of two-by-tens that blocked him from seeing the source of that eerie sound. Nevertheless, he knew what it was and what to expect next.

“Not this,” he whispered. “Not again!”

The tower of lumber shuddered with a massive impact, and continued to shake as something enormous scaled the other side. With fateful twanging sounds, the metal bands began to snap, one by one.

“Barrett, look out!”

He leapt backward instinctively and collided with the sloppily parked forklift—just as he had once before, smashing his shoulder against the frame of the cab and dropping his sword. The thunderous crash of falling lumber made him feel as if a house were collapsing on him. His lightning-quick reflexes seemed to betray him all over again. 

This was a second look—not a second chance.

The loose boards slammed into him, hard edges battering his raised forearm, ribs, hips and thighs. He managed to fling his torso through the open cab, but the immense weight accumulated on his legs, pinning him half-against and half-inside the grease-stained yellow forklift.

Over the shifting mound of two-by-tens came the three-legged Outsider, as massive and implacable as an urban assault vehicle. Its two prodigious rear legs could have substituted for steel girders. The double-jointed foreleg sprouted from the front of its dark, bulbous body like the trunk of an elephant. The Outsider used it in its odd three-legged gait, but also to climb and attack, because from the perimeter of that walking pad were dozens of retractable claws in addition to a larger main claw rising from the top of the pad.

As the Outsider clambered toward Barrett, the weight of the loose boards pressed down on his thighs, as if he were in the jaws of a closing vise. He grimaced in pain until his jaw creaked, dreading the sound he expected to hear any moment—the snapping of his bones. Once the first one breaks, he thought, there will be no stopping the rest.

Gideon raced across the fallen lumber after the Outsider, a creature Barrett had dubbed ‘Tripod’ after their first sighting. But he wasn’t laughing now. He would have admired Gideon’s nimble display of grace over the jostling mound of two-by-tens if not for the weight he added to the considerable force already pressing down on Barrett.

Tripod paused in front of Barrett. Its foreleg rose before his face and the ring of claws snapped into place around the edge of the walking pad, giving the sudden, weird impression of a shark’s maw. With those claws, Tripod had the power to turn Barrett’s face into hamburger. 

Barrett pulled a two-by-ten from the top of the vast pile and created an impromptu shield. An instant later, Tripod’s foot rushed forward and the claws wrapped around the top of the board with amazing force and shattered it, spraying Barrett’s face with a few thousand toothpicks.

The bulbous body, whose underside was home to a toothy maw and mushroom-like sensory organs, swung down toward Barrett for a closer look. Barrett noticed a deep wound near its rear right leg, dripping viscous black fluid.

“Open wide, you son of a bitch!” he yelled and flung the jagged edge of the remaining two-by-ten up into the hellish mouth. But pinned as he was, Barrett couldn’t hurl the crude weapon with much force and Tripod chomped down on it with apparent relish before tossing it aside. 

The nimble foreleg rose high then crashed down toward Barrett. For a moment, it seemed as if a deranged utility pole were trying to crush his skull. Barrett winced in anticipation of the impact. But the leg struck the cab’s frame above him and created a six-inch V in the steel bar.

With an impressive battle cry, Gideon lunged up under the Outsider’s bulbous body. His sword sliced into the softer flesh there—the rear legs, the brothers had discovered, were nearly impenetrable—and destroyed a cluster of sensory nodes in the process. Eventually, Gideon would pierce some critical organ within Tripod’s body. And Tripod knew it. The Outsider lashed out with a back leg and flung Gideon away from its vulnerable underside.

Tripod climbed over the forklift, unmindful of Barrett now, seeking only escape from Gideon’s persistent attacks. Barrett pushed against the two-by-tens, shoving some aside as he reached frantically for his lost sword. But he wasn’t fast enough. In seconds, the Outsider was gone from above him.

Gideon stumbled past his pinned brother with a worried look.

“I’m fine,” Barrett lied.

An eerie ululation filled the warehouse. That sound, made by the Outsider, always preceded its rift. Either it sensed the imminent appearance of the gateway to its world, or it somehow used the sound to summon the rift into existence.

“It’s hurt. Go!”

With a curt nod, Gideon left to pursue the creature.

They both knew that Barrett could dig himself out…eventually, even if Gideon lost his battle. With the Outsider in reach, the priority was clear. Stop and kill the invader. Something they both understood. Cursing his stupidity for not avoiding the lumber avalanche in the first place, Barrett hurled two-by-tens away from his body with his free arm.

His legs were still pinned when the shimmering curtain of light drifted across his field of vision, moving behind him, in the direction Tripod and Gideon had taken. Twisting around, he saw the creature pass through the dimensional rift, front leg and bulbous body, left rear leg, then—

Gideon leapt and wrapped his left arm around the outside of Tripod’s right rear leg. Holding on and swinging himself around, he drove the sword up into the soft body, over and over, eliciting deafening shrieks of pain from the Outsider with each strike. Together, the combatants tumbled through the shimmering rift, and vanished.

Barrett howled in frustration.

They had no magic user. They never crossed alone. That was one of their unbroken rules. Until now….

Barrett panted, tension squeezing his chest more than the two-by-tens. He was experiencing these events for the first time. But on another level, he remembered the outcome. Gideon would fall through the rift, alive, but scarred… and missing an eye. Tripod’s final act of violence. And yet Barrett’s memory of what had happened and what would happen clashed. As if eerily similar realities had been laid one atop the other, and only the slight differences gave hint to the lie, to the new danger.

Frantically, Barrett worked his way free of the tumbled pile of boards, faster than he had the first time because bitter resignation had been replaced by the grim certainty that this relived reality would somehow be much worse than what he remembered. Unless… unless he broke the chain of events that had led to Gideon’s mutilation and subsequent retirement from the Walker family vocation.

Barrett’s exertion made his chest burn. His lungs felt seared with each heaving breath.

Though Gideon had already disappeared through Tripod’s rift—again—Barrett sensed an… opportunity to change the past for the better. Second by second, that hope faded, replaced by a growing sense of failure and foreboding.

Scrambling across the fallen two-by-tens, Barrett retrieved his sword and loped across the warehouse, crossing the distance in several strides to where the rift had manifested.

“What am I supposed to do?” Barrett spoke softly but urgently, turning in lazy circles as he peered across the warehouse, seeking the telltale shimmering of air that would mark the rift’s return. He remembered that the rift had reappeared, a weak reflection of its former self and Gideon had dropped—

—from midair—

—his clothes soaked with Tripod’s black ichor, his face covered with his own blood, semi-conscious, but sporting a gritty smile of victory. “…should see the other guy,” Gideon had whispered before passing out.

“Where?” Barrett asked himself, prodding at the memory of what had happened—what was about to happen again.

He’d wandered to an intersection of two aisles. For a split-second, he saw blood stains on the concrete floor, but then he blinked the image away. It had happened before, but hadn’t happened yet. Not in this reality.

He’d found the place where Gideon would reappear, but he had no idea how he could change the outcome. Even standing still, rooted to one fateful spot, his chest continued to burn, and the ambient light was making him squint. “What’s happening?”

Before he could question his own senses, examine the weird anomalies, the air above his head seemed to twist and curl—and shimmer. He took an involuntary step back and quick as that, a body slipped into his reality, through a narrow rift. Covered in black ichor and…too much blood!

Barrett made the observation even as he dropped his sword at his feet and leapt forward to catch his brother’s falling form. He broke Gideon’s fall, but it wasn’t enough. Not this time. Not by any measure. Barrett had failed. Utterly. Reality was different here and not for the better. Gideon’s face was scored, his left eye ruined again. But Barrett hardly noticed.

Though his chest burned with more than grief and his eyes blurred and ran with tears from the harsh light, Barrett continued to stare in disbelief at Gideon’s ruined chest and the gaping sinkhole of gore that clearly exposed his shattered spine.

“NO!” Barrett screamed in the empty warehouse, letting Gideon’s limp form slip from his grasp as he backed away in horror. “NO!”

Panting again, the heat and light burning him.

“This isn’t how it happened!” Barrett yelled. “He didn’t die! It wasn’t like this!”

Barrett’s hand clawed at his chest and felt the hot glowing orb there.

Anger and torment and grief sluiced away like mud hosed from a sidewalk. Barrett sighed, shaking his head in relief. “It’s not real. This is all a lie.” He squeezed Liana’s protective amulet in his hand and felt its comforting warmth soak through him. 

Moments later, the imitation reality, designed to exploit his darkest fears of failure, began to dissolve before his eyes, like a wet oil painting abandoned in the rain. The illusion streaked and ran, melting away from the psychic canvas and exposing the darkness of another reality, this one all too real and not conjured by an Outsider trying to unnerve him before the real battle ever began. He stood alone again, sword in hand, panting.

“That’s better,” he said, nodding. “Now—”

Rush of movement behind him—

He spun around, raising an arm in defense—

—as something crashed into him.

Flashbulbs popped in his skull bathing the darkness with false light. Tumbling forward, he somehow managed to retain his grip on his sword. He rolled onto his back and held the sword in a defensive position. More vulnerable than he cared to admit or dared show, he waited for the next attack.


Chapter 40

With her hasty incantation on the bus, Liana had managed to freeze the rift long enough to allow her passage to the other side. But a moment after she’d crossed, leaving behind the comfort of her own world—and her own dimension—the rift had closed, imprisoning her in absolute darkness. Off-balance, she fell to her hands and knees on a smooth, hard surface but remained still, willing her eyes to adjust to the drastic reduction in ambient light. Reduction in light? Who am I kidding? It’s pitch black in here.

“Barrett,” she whispered. Her voice sounded small and distant to her own ears. “Barrett, are you there?”

Nothing. No light. No sound. A void.

But her knuckles and her knees told her otherwise. There was a surface beneath her, gravity holding her to it, and breathable air. Almost. A moment before she’d caught a whiff of something unpleasant, worse than spoiled meat.

She pushed herself up, then held her palms inches in front of her face but still couldn’t see them. Conscious of her own breathing, she strained to hear any sound not of her own making. Her heart was racing, but she fought a growing sense of panic by taking slow, deep breaths.

Think it through, she told herself. Barrett had leapt through the rift moments before her and the rift had not closed until after she’d crossed. Logically, they must share the same where and when. So why was she suddenly alone? Could something have happened to Barrett so soon?

This place—or the being that inhabits it—feeds on fear.


She’d known that beforehand, which was why she’d made the amulets.

Nervously, her left hand closed around the crystal sphere dangling from her neck, if only to reassure herself it was still there. Protection, she told herself. Protection from myself, at least.

Despite her magical aid, she was afraid. Fear was a natural response to a dangerous situation. Even though her secret fears could not be exposed and used against her as psychological torture, the amulet in no way bestowed invulnerability. One avenue of attack was blocked. Nothing more. She could suffer physical, emotional, or psychological harm in hundreds of other ways.

Turning in a slow circle, she gazed into impenetrable darkness and a shudder raced down her spine. Nothing is safe here.

She recognized her present enemy for what it was: fear of the unknown. But within this greater unknown lurked Carnifex, a creature with an insatiable appetite for the destruction of human flesh. Of Carnifex, she knew enough to be terrified. She reminded herself that courage was not the absence of fear but the ability to function in spite of it.

Years of training to prepare herself for this moment.

Generations of Walker tradition to draw upon.

Nothing prepares you, she thought grimly, for something like this. Her other-world experiences consisted of precisely two rifts crossings. Neither of which had been as menacing as what her family now faced. Her mother had been the gifted one, the strong one. And Thalia, before her tragedy, had been the magical prodigy of the family. Following them, living in their long shadows, Liana had never had to confront her own shortcomings. Until now. And more than anything, she felt like a fraud.

Her doubts grew, taking on suffocating weight in the darkness. Alone, she finally acknowledged the grim truth she’d been afraid to examine. Her mother and sister had more power than she could ever hope to harness. And both had failed. Her mother was missing and Thalia was—for want of a better term—broken. She’d been defeated by a dark rift. Maybe this dark rift. How can I ever hope to…?

A warm light bathed her torso, providing relief from the suffocating darkness.

The amulet! It glowed around her neck. Countering an assault, she realized. 

Addressing the darkness, she shouted with as much confidence as she could muster, “It won’t work!”

She almost expected an echo.

Instead, more silence.

“You hear me? It won’t work.” Nothing. “Show yourself!”

A moment passed. Then the air seemed to shimmer. She felt the smooth surface ripple beneath her feet. She staggered, regained her balance. And saw that the darkness had abated enough for her to distinguish rocky shapes and—

—a body!

She leapt forward, but caught herself after a quick step. All she could make out was a human silhouette against a rocky surface. A trap?

“Barrett?”

Not a movement, nor a sound. For a heart-stopping moment, she feared she was too late, that Carnifex had struck Barrett down as soon as he’d made the crossing.

Then, a pained groan. “What is this…?”

Barrett’s voice, at least. Maybe another trick.

She caught a glint of steel, a reflection from the fading light of the triggered amulet. Barrett’s sword! “Barrett, is that you? What happened?”

Barrett struggled into a sitting position and rested his sword across his thighs, right hand clutching the hilt. His left hand rose to the back of his head. “I dove through the rift,” he said haltingly, as if trying to prod coherent memories loose from the grip of mental cobwebs. “Something hit me—knocked me down but not out. Then… nothing much until I… sensed that it had left.”

“Carnifex?” she asked, wondering if Barrett had experienced anything like her momentary panic and self-doubt. Probably wouldn’t admit it if he had, she thought.

“Probably,” Barrett said

“What?” she asked quickly. Had he read her mind? Not unheard of in their family, but not something she expected from him.

“Carnifex,” he said. “I’d bet on it.” He winced as he stood. “Need to work out a few kinks.” Looking around, he took a moment to massage his neck. “Not as dark as before.”

“I noticed.”

“Care to shed some illumination?”

She shrugged, then realized he probably couldn’t see the gesture. “Not sure.”

“I was being literal,” he said. “How about a little light?”

Of course! She’d been too worried to think straight. Years of training, she thought and sighed at her glaring inadequacy. Oh, well, better late than never.

Even in pitch dark, she could find the appropriate sigils on her arms. She performed the gestures by memory. “Luminos!”

A sphere a pale luminescence began to coalesce around her palm and forearm. When it had expanded to the size of a medicine ball, she released it, pushing it from her with a brisk hand motion and said, “Exos!”

The orb of light hovered in the air between and above them, casting a warm, golden radiance that unfortunately did little to dispel much of the oppressive darkness. They could see perhaps ten feet in every direction, but the landscape was harsh and seemed bleached of color. Perhaps leeched was a better description, since only darkness remained.

Though her spell had worked on the first attempt, she was disappointed with the results. How many ways can I feel inadequate? Almost apologizing for the meager light, Liana said, “Lousy view.”

“Harder for Carnifex to catch us by surprise,” Barrett said agreeably. With a nod to the orb, he asked, “We move, it follows?”

“In theory.” They were strangers to this world and couldn’t assume the normal rules of physics or metaphysics applied.

Barrett led the way, one cautious step at a time, his sword held before him in a defensive, two-handed grip. Liana followed, but far enough behind to allow for a 360-degree arc of his blade. The glowing orb maintained its distance and orientation between them, but had already begun to dim. Hardly a surprise. Once it lost contact with her flesh, its energy would gradually diminish until it winked out. She hoped they wouldn’t suffer a similar fate, forever lost in some other where and when until they died from thirst, exhaustion or starvation.

“Here, kitty, kitty,” Barrett said. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”

“We are assuming this thing is reasonably intelligent?”

“Sure,” Barrett said. “Evil but intelligent. And most likely impatient.” Barrett addressed the darkness beyond the reach of the light orb as if he could see Carnifex out there, waiting for them, claws twitching as he drooled in anticipation. “C’mon, big guy. You know you want a piece of me!”

“He prefers pieces,” Liana said. “Lots of messy pieces.”

“What’s with the demonic P.R.?”

“Just be careful. Okay?”

“No problem,” Barrett said, making a dramatic feint with his sword. “We flush him out, I make some Carnifex kabob, then you whisk us out of here.” He looked back at her with a raised eyebrow. “You do know how to whisk us out of here, right?”

Liana cleared her throat and avoided his gaze. “Eventually.”

“Eventually? What’s that supposed to me—?”

With a horrible grinding noise, the ground shifted under them, creating fissures and cracks across the bleak landscape in every direction like the cracking of thin ice.

“Earthquake!” Liana yelled over the noise.

Smoke puffed out of the fresh gaps, creating a haze that seemed to invade the light orb like a shadow cancer.

“No,” Barrett said. “Hell-quake. This is intentional!”

Remembering the earlier, utter darkness which had faded away like a discarded glamour, Liana suspected they were victims of deception again. “Is this real?”

“Assume everything here is real,” Barrett said. “Anything less could get you killed real fast.”

Liana nodded uncertainly, knowing an illusion could easily be fatal. An illusion of solid ground masking a cliff or crevasse, for instance. 

Her eyes opened wide in surprise as slabs of rock thrust up from the tortured ground, forming a rough circle around them, like bars in a stone cage, or a gigantic set of teeth about to pulverize them between megalithic molars. But then, as abruptly as it had begun, the tumultuous upheaval ended. A series of diminishing rumbles punctuated by the uneven rattle and hiss of settling debris preceded an eerie silence. 

“Wasn’t so bad,” Liana said anxiously, hopefully.

“Maybe,” Barrett said. “Let’s see if the other shoe drops.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than they heard a whispery rustle that gradually resolved into distinct clicking sounds. Thousands of them. A dissonant orchestra of clicks and clacks rising toward some frightful crescendo.

“Something’s coming,” Barrett said, turning in a slow circle. The tide of noise seemed to be unbearably close, and yet the waning light orb revealed nothing in any direction between the obstructing circle of stones. “Up!”

“What?”

“Coming up from beneath us! Underground!”

At that moment, Liana saw something scuttle over the lip of a freshly opened fissure. She uttered a startled shriek.

Black, it mostly resembled a scorpion, but it was the size of a Maine lobster with two stinging tails and an uneven number of legs. The creature skittered across the hard ground toward her, its twin tails twitching forward with each irregular step, flicking drops of venom before it.

Barrett was a blur of motion, slipping in front of her and impaling the scorpion-like creature with the tip of his sword. White fluid oozed out of the creature’s cracked shell as it continued to twitch for a moment or two.

“Another one!” Liana called, pointing to his left. “And another! There!” She stopped pointing because, in the span of a few seconds, two became three became ten then twenty. “Swarm!”

A mutated swarm. Some had one stinger, while others had as many as three. Some had an irregular number of pincers. Others had more than one head. Most were black. Yet some were marbled with yellow spots. And a few were translucently white. Many had spiny growths erupting from their shells. All of them made her skin crawl.

Barrett launched into a frenetic series of movements punctuated by rapid thrusts of his sword. He couldn’t afford to wait for each one to die, so he delivered mortal blow after crippling strike and moved on. Some he flicked aside with the flat of the blade, casting them beyond the ring of light simply to buy time.

“Too many!” Barrett said. He wasn’t panting with exertion yet, but close. One of the creatures slipped inside his defense and he crushed it under his boot heel. “Any tricks up your sleeve?”

“No,” Liana said, shaking her head in shocked revulsion. “I don’t know—”

“C’mon!” He speared two in quick succession, smashed a third with the edge of his blade.

“What do you want me to do!?”

“Slow them down? Clear a path?” Barrett flicked one of the creatures off a rock spur a moment before it could leap onto the right side of Liana’s gown. 

Something tugged against her billowy left sleeve.

With a startled shriek, Liana swung her arm, and the suddenly hefty sleeve against the nearest rock outcropping. The impact made a hard, clacking sound. She pulled the stretched cloth across the jagged top of the rock. It snagged, then tore away, revealing one of the dark, twitching creatures, this one with five legs and two segmented tails. It tumbled to the ground, entangled in the patch of cloth now soaked with venom. Liana was trembling. That was close!

Barrett squished the brittle creature underfoot. “We’ve already established that screaming doesn’t faze them.”

Screaming, no, but maybe… “I have an idea,” she said hastily. “Give me a minute.”

“We don’t have the luxury”—Barrett said, spinning in a half circle in front of her to wipe out about a dozen of the creatures with a series of chopping and slashing motions—“of that kind of time.”

He leapt behind her, whacking and smashing another dozen.

Liana began another spell, tapping and tracing several sigils on her forearms in quick succession. She avoided the creatures scrambling around her while staying out of Barrett’s path of destruction. But her defensive maneuvering caused her to abort the first cast of the spell.

Smaller, faster creatures were scrabbling over the bodies of the larger ones and presented more difficult targets for Barrett and his sword. Liana stomped a few of the smaller creatures, but her flats were definitely no match for the lobster-sized monstrosities. Again, she attempted the spell.

One large creature, with three twitching, venom-dripping tails, launched itself from the top of a nearby slab of rock, aiming for Liana’s face, pincers clicking in anticipation. In the middle of casting her spell she was almost mesmerized by its lethal descent.

Barrett must have heard her gasp.

He spun on his heel and swung his sword like a major league batter going after a wild pitch. The flat of the blade caught the falling menace with such force that it split in half, spraying them with noxious white fluid. Three tails continued to twitch as they sailed away into the encroaching darkness.

“Grab my arm!” Liana shouted.

“What?”

“Now!”

Barret gripped her upper arm with his left hand, but continued to stab, slash and toss the scorpion creatures with the sword in his right. Sweat streamed down his body. His breathing was rapid, if not yet irregular. Clearly, the sustained effort of the battle had finally taxed his meta-human physique and constitution.

Wiping her mind of anxiety and distractions, Liana began her incantation, “Sonus vibris—intumis… intumis… intumis…”

A dissonant humming filled the air around them. Beneath Liana’s feet, the ground began to rumble, at first no more than a slight vibration, but she could feel the power increasing, like an engine racing toward red-lined RPMs.

“What is it?” Barrett asked breathlessly. “Another hell-quake?”

Liana shook her head and continued to chant. “Intumis…intumis…intumis…”

She took a deep breath.

Barrett looked at her expectantly.

She expelled her breath with one potent command. “EXOS!”

The ground shuddered beneath them with such force that they both staggered to catch their balance. Liana clutched Barrett for his own safety.

With a deep and resounding WHOOM! the air rippled away from them in every direction with enough power to shake the ring of rock slabs surrounding them. The rolling shockwave scattered pebbles and stones and, more importantly, had a devastating effect on the scorpion-like creatures. The smaller ones skittered backward, quivered and collapsed. But the largest among them appeared to suffer some sort of inner turmoil, writhing in agony as their limbs, tails and pincers twitched. Many burst open with a series of sharp pops, like a string of fireworks exploding. White goo oozed out of their shells and dribbled out of their orifices. 

In the fifteen seconds needed to cast her spell, Liana had killed several hundred of the hideous creatures. The shockwave that ruptured their insides had lasted no more than a second.

With a trembling sigh, Liana released her grip on Barrett.

He chuckled. “Now that was one ass-kicking scream.”

“I have a lot of inner rage,” Liana said with a satisfied grin.

Barrett glanced down at the white imprint of her fingers lingering on his arm. “I don’t suppose that grip was about moral support?”

“You needed to be in direct physical contact with me when I released the shockwave,” she said. “For your own protection.”

“You mean I could’ve ended up… belly up, like those things.”

Liana shrugged, faking nonchalance. “Maybe a ruptured internal organ or two.”

“My spleen thanks you.”

“How did you know?”

“What?”

“The spleen,” Liana said mischievously. “Always the first to go.”

“Uh-huh,” Barrett said, probably wondering if she was being serious. He surveyed the utter devastation left in the wake of Liana’s shockwave. “Well, I certainly see how you sorcerous types come in handy in a situation like this.”

“Magic responds well here.”

“Your magic?”

“All magic,” she said. “It’s stronger here. On this world.”

“So magic varies, world to world?”

“Oh, yes,” she said. “Earth—our Earth, I mean—is notoriously resistant to magic. Has been for centuries.”

“I wasn’t aware of that.”

“Ambrose believes it faded when a Walker, sometime in the past, sealed a recurring rift. Magical energy leaked into our world from that rift, since the beginning of recorded history. Eventually nothing magical will work. My kind—the magic users—will be powerless. Magically speaking.”

“But not here?”

“No,” she said. “I’m more powerful here. Not that I want to stay.” She shuddered at the thought of spending the rest of her life trapped on this world. “Actually, I can’t wait to get out of here.”

“We’re no closer to finding and stopping Carnifex.”

“I know,” she admitted. “Now what?”

“I may lack Logan’s precognitive abilities,” Barrett said, “but I have a bad feeling about these stone slabs surrounding us.”

“Makes two of us.”

Barrett started walking toward the nearest slab, negotiating a path through dozens of dead scorpion things. “Watch your step. Those tail stingers look nasty and they’re still dripping venom.”

He flicked some of the carcasses aside with the sword tip. Careful and methodical, now that the battle frenzy had passed.

The dimming light orb followed them to the perimeter of the unnatural ring of stone. Barrett stopped and peered around the nearest slab of stone. “Coast is clear,” he said. “Dark, but clear. Let’s go.”

As they slipped past the ring of stones, an eerie silence engulfed them. Even the slight sounds of their passage—the scuffing of their shoes, the plinking of pebbles into smoky fissures, the puffing rhythm of their breathing—seemed unnaturally muffled.

“You found Logan,” Barrett said at length. “With a spell.”

“Yes…?”

“Can you use the same spell to find Carnifex?”

She shook her head, a useless gesture while his back was to her. “I held an image of Logan in my mind when I cast that spell. I’ve never seen Carnifex, other than that damn tentacle.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Barrett said. “I chopped it off in Chelsea’s house. But it was back again, on the bus.”

“So he has more than one.”

“Maybe,” Barrett said. “But I don’t get a sense of him from that… appendage.”

“Probably regenerates,” she said. “On Earth, amphibians can regenerate entire limbs and tails.”

“Just the same,” Barrett said. “It feels like a cheat to me.”

Liana stepped across a fissure nearly eighteen inches wide and stared briefly into the steaming gap, wondering what else might live underground. “How so?”

“Call it a hunch,” Barrett shrugged. “A Walker hunch, if you like,” he added with a wry smile delivered with a darting backward glance at her, “but I have this feeling Carnifex wasn’t putting himself at risk with those attacks in our world.”

“You don’t think he’s wounded?”

“No,” Barrett said. “But maybe he wants us to think he is. To underestimate…”

Barrett stopped before finishing the thought.

Liana followed his gaze. Since their arrival, the sky had been dark and oppressive, devoid of moon, stars or clouds, almost like a black shroud covering the pocket of whatever universe they now inhabited. Barrett noticed the change first.

“Something’s wrong,” Liana said.

“Understatement of the year.”

“The sky…” Liana said. “It’s… bleeding.”

“No,” Barrett said, shaking his head. “Not blood.”

Magma.

Gobs and rivulets of molten rock spilled down jagged fissures in the broken sky. The illusion held for a moment before the shimmering heat and light cast by the oozing lava revealed a sheer cliff in the space they had assumed was boundless dark sky.

The ground rumbled. Aftershocks? Or precursory tremors of the next earthquake? A distant shriek seemed to call to them, more threat than warning. Again, Barrett saw it first.

The shriek erupted again, much closer this time. The descent of the leathery-winged creature was backlit by the molten veins delineating the sheer cliff. Ropy arms and legs, viciously hooked claws. Long, twisted snout lined with rows of pointed teeth. Wingspan to rival that of a Learjet.

“Oh, God, it’s big!” Liana whispered.


Chapter 41

Unable to shake a growing sense of anxiety, Fallon had hurried home after school to find empty soup cans on the kitchen counter, a used bowl and spoon in the sink, a balled up newspaper on the floor inches from the trash can and, in the family room, her father asleep in his recliner. Four empty beer bottles stood on the floor beside the chair, aligned with military precision. Draped over the padded arm of the chair was a section of the Courier Post, folded open to the daily Sudoku number puzzle, which her father had partially completed before dozing. The television displayed a daytime cable access channel talk show with poor lighting, the volume set so low that the animated voices barely rose above the level of white noise. 

Thankful that her father had already eaten something, tacitly freeing her from the responsibility of preparing dinner, Fallon gathered the empties and tip-toed out of the family room.

She lowered the glass bottles into the commingled recyclables can and was about to toss the crumpled ball of newsprint into the other container when curiosity got the better of her. She turned on her heel, retreating from their one-car garage to the kitchen where she spread the newspaper on the table, flattening the creases with the palm of her hand: classified section. With mixed emotions, she noticed that her father had circled several help wanted ads before crossing them out. He’d been looking for a job. Had he called and made inquiries only to find the positions unsuitable or already filled? Or had he lost his nerve before picking up the phone? She needed to talk to him without appearing to have spied on him. For now, though, she’d let him sleep.

Something else required her attention. Specifically, the source of her increasing apprehension. And that was a topic she didn’t dare discuss with her father.

Aware of the moments slipping away, she sliced and ate a plump red apple, then cleaned the kitchen, rinsing the dirty dishes before stacking them in the dishwasher, taking the trash bag out to the garage. She peeked into the family room, confirmed her father was still asleep, then scribbled a note telling him she was studying at a friend’s house, and left it on the kitchen table. She grabbed her backpack and slipped out the front door, locking it behind her.

As she jogged to the Walker house, an unpleasant certainty fell upon her like a suffocating black shroud. She became convinced something terrible had happened, even before Logan answered her frantic knocking and she saw the look of shock and loss in his eyes. “Logan, I had a…” Call it what it is, she thought. “A premonition.”

He nodded bleakly. “Come in.”

She stepped inside, rubbing her elbow nervously; he closed the door as if he was afraid it would fall off its hinges. He heaved a sigh before turning to face her.

“I should have left school,” she said. “I was worthless. Staring at the clock the whole time. Couldn’t pay attention. I knew something awful had happened or was about to happen.”

He nodded again. “Past tense.”

“But you…? You’re okay, right? I mean, you look okay, but…but where is everyone?”

“Gideon’s with Ambrose, in his office, discussing strategy.”

“What about the others?”

“It’s…Liana and Barrett,” Logan said softly. “They’re gone. But we—”

“Gone? Oh, my God!” Fallon gasped. “Logan, I’m…” She reached out and clutched his hand, and had to fight off the fluttery sensation of taking the first plunge on a rollercoaster ride, the delicious but disorienting swoop and tingle that happened whenever she touched him. “I’m so sorry. How… how did they…? No, it doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t—Oh, I don’t know what to—”

“No, you’re wrong,” Logan said hastily, flashing a weak smile, “it does matter. How they’re gone, that is.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

“They’re not dead,” he said. “At least I hope not. But, for now, they are gone.”

She frowned, confused. “To a better place…?”

“Hardly,” Logan said with an abrupt shake of his head. “Where they’ve gone is the exact opposite of a better place.”

“Through a rift?”

“Yes,” Logan said. “I was drawn to a bus stop. Boarded the first bus to arrive, followed by Barrett, Liana and Gideon. The rift appeared on the bus, in transit.”

“Did the rift swallow them somehow?” she asked, but then recalled the scene at Chelsea’s house when Barrett stood at the bottom of the stairs and she had another thought. “They went through on purpose.”

“Barrett dove through. Liana followed him. That’s her…role.”

“But why? If it’s as bad as you think, that’s crazy.”

Logan smiled grimly. “My father used to say that insanity doesn’t run in our family, but occasionally it power walks.”

Fallon frowned at his attempt at humor. “This is so hard to understand.”

“Sometimes you can do more damage behind enemy lines.”

“So they went through the rift, but otherwise nobody is hurt? As far as you know?” But Fallon’s faint optimism was no match for the grim intuition that had plagued her all day. Even before he shook his head, she knew it was bad.

Logan recounted the bus rift incident, hinting at massive carnage without lingering on specifics. Despite his chivalrous attempt to protect her from the gruesome details, her imagination had no such reservations, and filled in the gory blanks with a shudder-inducing thoroughness of its own.

“Believe me,” Logan said. “You would not have wanted to be on that bus.”

She swallowed hard. “I feel stupid, complaining about classes, after what you’ve been through.” Fallon squeezed his hand and he squeezed back, more than a reflex.

“If Liana and Barrett succeed,” Fallon began, “they’ll come back, right?”

Logan sighed. “If everything had gone well,” he said, “they would have been back by now.”

“Maybe it’s taking longer than usual.”

From the direction of Ambrose’s office, they heard hysterical screaming followed by determined shouting. Startled, Logan snatched his hand back and said, “That’s Thalia.”

Unable to hide the disbelief in her voice, Fallon said, “She’s planning strategy.”

“She must have come down after I left the office,” Logan said. “C’mon!”

They hurried across the foyer to the hall and Ambrose’s office. The door was partly open, enough for Fallon to see Thalia in a paint-spattered smock and jeans, standing in the middle of the room with her palms cupped over her ears. “No—no—no! Stop it! I can’t! I can’t, I told you!”

“You created it with her, Thalia,” Gideon said forcefully, not backing down. 

“Stop yelling at me!

“You can make it work.”

Thalia spun in a circle and stamped her feet, bumping into a wingchair in the process and almost falling. “No—no—not listening! Stop it—stop it now! I can’t—I won’t!”

Ambrose came around from behind his desk as Logan and Fallon entered the office. The white-haired old man placed his arms on Thalia’s shoulders to comfort her. “Let’s take this slow, Thalia. Please.”

“No, no, I don’t want to,” she said in a small, frightened voice. Her hair was a wild tangle gripped in her white-knuckled hands. To Fallon, Thalia seemed one more outburst away from ripping her hair out by the roots. “Ambrose, I can’t. It’s dark. It’s so dark in there and I’m scared. Please don’t make me. Don’t want to go there again…”

“Go where?” Fallon whispered to Logan.

Logan spared her a quick glance and tapped the side of his head.

She’s afraid of her own mind, Fallon thought, of using her paranormal abilities.

Thalia sagged in Ambrose’s grip, and, as if she’d lost strength in her limbs or merely the will to stand, she sank slowly to the floor, dropping her hands into her lap, her head drooping against her chest. “Go away,” she whispered. “Make it go away.”

Ambrose cast a meaningful look at Gideon. Although he was family, he was an outsider, unaccustomed to dealing with this volatile member of the Walker clan. Fallon could see that Ambrose was trying to urge Gideon to back off without creating further discord.

Gideon shook his head, ignoring the plea. “No, this is too important. I want to believe Liana and Barrett are coming back,” he said defensively. “But we have to plan for contingencies. And I’m—I’m no good to the family like this. I’m not asking her to fight, but she can do this. She has the ability to help me—to help us—win this battle.”

“Let’s talk about this later, Gideon,” Ambrose said evenly. “This may not be necessary. Let’s give them more time to—”

“We may not have time, Ambrose,” Gideon said. Though his tone was more reasonable, his fists were clenched at his side in frustration. The long scars in his face bracketing his black eye patch were deep, the skin unusually pale. “Yes, we can wait and hope, but we have to do more than that. We—the four of us—have to be prepared for what may happen next.”

“Five,” Fallon said.

“What?” Gideon asked, confusion replacing frustration.

“You forgot to include me,” Fallon said simply. “Four of you plus me equals five.”

“You’re not a Walker.”

“What’s in a name?” Fallon asked with calm assurance. All but Thalia were looking at her, even Logan, waiting. And now that she’d stepped forward, figuratively, she had to be careful not to insert her foot in her mouth.

Conscious of the clutter of boxes and paintings awaiting wall hooks, she decided against creating another tripping hazard and dropped her backpack beside the doorway. Then she stepped forward and kneeled beside Thalia. She took a deep breath to steady her hands, hoping nobody noticed her nervousness. She was determined to let supernatural intuition guide her, and that unknown instinct or inner voice or gut feeling or whatever-she-chose-to-call-it feeling was urging her to reach out again to the troubled woman. She placed her right hand over Thalia’s left, which hung limply in her lap. At that moment of contact, Fallon sensed her deeper, unspoken fear. “You can do this, Thalia,” Fallon said softly.

Thalia shook her head without looking at the younger woman.

“It’s what she would want.”

“Who?” Thalia asked innocently.

“Liana.”

Thalia turned her head slowly to her left until her hazel eyes focused on Fallon face. Thalia’s lip quivered, and before she looked away again, she said disconsolately, “I can’t feel her anymore.”

“That doesn’t mean she’s not out there,” Fallon said, “waiting for our help.”

“No, I can’t help,” Thalia said with another head shake. “Can’t go into the dark. Not again, never again, no.”

“Gideon needs your help to help Liana,” Fallon said.

“You don’t know what he wants,” Thalia said in anguish. “You can’t know.”

Fallon looked up at Gideon, whose jaw was set as he stared down at Thalia. He remained silent, waiting. This was something she had to figure out on her own. Somehow this was a test. And she had to pass the test to win over Thalia. Fallon searched the harsh lines of Gideon’s face, trying to find the answer, but he refused to make eye contact. His eye, she thought suddenly. That’s it! I don’t understand what it means, but that’s the issue here. “He needs you to help him see again.”

Gideon shot Fallon a surprised one-eyed glance, swallowed nervously—almost embarrassed, she thought—before returning his attention to Thalia.

Thalia let out a tiny sob and sniffled. “He—he can see.”

Fallon examined Gideon’s stern face and harsh features and spoke, “Not as well as he could if you helped.”

Thalia had begun to wring her hands together; desperation seemed to ooze from her pores. She fidgeted in her awkward sitting position and sighed. “Don’t know how.”

“You need my blood to finish it,” Gideon said. “That’s all. She said as much before we left. Before the bus—”

Thalia closed her eyes and rocked back and forth. “No blood, please. No blood. I don’t remember how.”

Fallon maintained contact with Thalia’s flesh, but her hand had slid upward, holding the woman’s forearm in a gentle grip. It felt as if she was tapping into the ebb and flow of Thalia’s emotions, fears and resistance, sort of a psychic thermometer. While she held onto Thalia’s arm, she looked at Gideon again. This time he met her gaze, almost defiantly. “Liana told you she could restore sight to your damaged eye,” Fallon said. It was not a question; he nodded, but offered no further information. Another test, she thought. I’m getting an impromptu Walker initiation. “With a replacement eye.”

“I have an artificial eye,” Gideon said. “It’s cosmetic only.”

Fallon nodded. Then it hit her. A lightning bolt of intuition if ever there was one. “Not like that. She made you a beauty.”

“What is she talking about?” Ambrose asked Gideon, expressing more curiosity than impatience. His bushy white eyebrows drew together as he tried to assemble the pieces. “Liana never mentioned this to me.”

Gideon grunted and bobbed his head at Fallon. “Ask her.”

“An enchanted eye,” Fallon said, unable to control her smile. The sensation was such a rush, suddenly discerning something she couldn’t possibly know, at least not rationally. “But it needs your blood to… to what? Activate it?”

Gideon cleared his throat, noncommittally, but she could tell he was impressed. “Something like that.” He wagged a finger at Thalia. “She knows. They made it together. But it’s not finished. Right now it’s no better than the hunk of plastic I have under this patch.”

Fallon turned her attention back to Thalia and raised one of the woman’s nervously twisting hands, squeezing it between both of hers. “You can do this, Thalia.”

“No.”

“Yes, I can sense it.”

Continual headshaking accompanied a singsong response: “Wrong, wrong, wrong.”

“I’ll help you,” Fallon said. “If you’ll let me.”

Thalia seemed lost as she whispered, “Nobody can help me.”

Without releasing Thalia’s hand, Fallon rose into a crouch and repositioned herself in front of the older woman, who watched her with a measure of curiosity rising beneath her omnipresent fear.

“Ms. Maguire,” Ambrose began, then modified his tone. “Fallon. We appreciate your concern in this matter, but what is it, precisely, you plan to do here.”

“Trust me,” Fallon said, smiling as much for Thalia’s benefit as theirs. When you climb on the intuition roller coaster, she thought a little giddily, you don’t examine the blueprints; you simply grab the safety bar and enjoy the ride.

She took both of Thalia’s hands and stared into the frightened woman’s wild hazel eyes. Some other sense was guiding Fallon, and she had surrendered herself to it. While she took several deep calming breaths, she recalled what Ambrose had predicted about her. “I believe you have the potential… to interact with our kind, to… shift our boundaries.” That’s what Fallon was dealing with at this moment: Thalia’s boundaries. After she’d been traumatized, she’d walled off a part of her psyche, hobbled herself and her abilities. Fallon needed to expand Thalia’s comfort zone without further traumatizing her. That’s what made her task so difficult. If Fallon messed up, she could drive Thalia irrevocably deeper into her defensive shell. Finally, Fallon asked her the most important question. “Do you trust me?”

Thalia almost snapped out a reflexive response, then pressed her quivering lips together. She closed her eyes and released a tremulous sigh. “I… I… yes, I trust you.”

“Good,” Fallon said, maintaining a relaxed tone and hoping Thalia would mirror her calm. “Let’s begin.”

“But… but I don’t know how.”

“That’s okay,” Fallon assured her. “I do.”

Thalia nodded, waiting.

Fallon leaned forward, and without being instructed to do so, Thalia reflected that movement. Their foreheads were inches apart. Fallon could see flecks of gold in the green sea of Thalia’s irises. As she stared into the older woman’s eyes, the pupils expanded. Fallon’s reflection slipped away from the slick surface as the darkness spread like an ink stain. Fallon experienced the disorienting sensation of slipping forward, passing through the membrane of those eyes, and into Thalia’s mind, wrapped in an enfolding darkness that threatened to encompass everything. By the grace of an ever narrowing gap, the outside world remained visible, available to Thalia. Every day, each hour, was a struggle to keep the darkness at bay. It was an exhausting inner battle, a consuming struggle to remain in the light, and it left room for nothing else. Thalia was burning up from within, and, at times, envisioned herself as a hollow woman, a shell of who she had been, a negligible piece of flotsam clutched by the frozen fingers of a sailor after a nighttime shipwreck at sea. Drowning in darkness, she clung to her life and her identity with all her remaining effort, focusing on the smallest source of light—and hope—to keep herself alive, if adrift. Thalia had survived her ordeal in the rift. That’s all her family knew, and in their ignorance, that was sufficient for them. But Fallon now understood Thalia’s secret: her battle wasn’t over. She had survived until now, but she had not yet won. And deeper still, the truth that Thalia kept even from herself. She was losing that battle. It was only a matter of time before the darkness won. Like someone who initially survives exposure to high levels of radiation only to die later from the cumulative effects of radiation poisoning. Poisoned by darkness, leeched of life and sanity and identity until only a void remained, until the brittle shell crumbled into dust.

Fallon shuddered with this premonition and the motion was like an electric current snaking down her arms, through her hands, and into Thalia’s body. When Thalia whimpered in fear, Fallon cursed herself for letting the insight overwhelm her. Sometimes the roller coaster elicits an involuntary scream out of the rider. Hang on, she told herself. This isn’t about me.

Without thinking about her actions, Fallon leaned closer and Thalia followed suit. Until their foreheads touched. The sudden warmth of contact revitalized Fallon and calmed Thalia. 

Better, Fallon told herself. Now what? For a moment, she had a vision of the Vulcan mind meld from the Star Trek television series. That was fingers to face, though, not forehead to forehead. My mind to your mind, Thalia, Fallon thought. She had to discover what Thalia needed, which was knowledge unknown to Thalia herself. Fallon had to infer that knowledge somehow. From what she saw in her eyes. In the darkness.

“Yes,” Fallon whispered so softly she was sure only Thalia had heard.

Fallon projected her own light, her own hope, into the other woman’s psyche, pushing with her mind, pushing against the weight of the darkness that cloaked Thalia’s thoughts in consuming and unforgiving shadows. Fallon imagined heavy draperies drawn across floor to ceiling windows, admitting no light into the grand room of Thalia’s mind. Then Fallon imagined herself grabbing the dusty cloth and ripping it aside, imagined the purifying rays of the noonday sun blasting through that room and banishing darkness.

Thalia gasped, and for a moment, her eyes rolled back in her head.

Fallon clutched her hands, maintaining physical contact at three points, both hands and forehead. The hazel eyes lowered and stared back into Fallon’s eyes. But they were different now. Brighter, livelier, almost challenging. And crinkling at the edges now—as Thalia smiled at her.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Fallon felt a moment of exhilaration and a lump in her throat. She imagined she was now seeing Thalia as she had been before the rift crossing, when she had been whole and free of the inner darkness. But it was no more than a moment, because Fallon could still see deep into those vibrant eyes and what she saw worried her.

“Are you okay?” Thalia asked, completely alert now and a quick study. She’d noticed Fallon’s misgivings as echoed in her body language.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Fallon said hastily, looking away to conceal the truth. The connection, the openness between them, was a two-way street. Fallon had to raise her guard lest her concerns undo whatever good she had accomplished. 

She doesn’t need to know what I know, Fallon reasoned. Not yet, anyway.

“Okay,” Logan said. “What just happened?”

Thalia stood, offered a hand to Fallon to help her up, then smiled at her brother. “Logan, you really need to start paying attention.”

“What—? I was, but—”

“It’s okay,” Fallon said, patting Logan’s shoulder. “She’s jerking your chain.”

“Thalia?”

“At least you remember my name,” Thalia said, patting his cheek. “That’s a start.”

“Curious,” Ambrose said, rubbing his jaw as if trying to decide which of a hundred questions he should ask first. “Would either of you young ladies care to enlighten us as to what has transpired here?”

“That’s what I asked,” Logan said defensively.

“Can’t you tell?” Gideon said, smiling. “She’s back.”

“While I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth,” Ambrose said. “The actual mechanism of this… recovery fascinates me.”

“Trade secrets, Fallon,” Thalia said, chuckling. “Don’t say a thing.”

Fallon looked at Ambrose and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“But this is remarkable!” Ambrose said excitedly. “Surely you can be a little more forthcoming.”

“I just decided to go with the flow,” Fallon said, displaying a pleased grin. “Flying by the seat of my pants, I guess.”

She was telling the truth, if not the whole truth. Because she was reluctant to explain the details about what she had seen and done beneath the surface of Thalia’s troubled mind, at least not while in the woman’s presence. 

Gideon cleared his throat to get their attention. He tapped his eye patch with an index finger. “Hate to be a buzz kill, guys, but could we turn our attention to the matter of my impaired visual acuity.”

“Oh, right,” Thalia said. “The artificial eye. That was quite a while ago.”  She steepled her fingers in front of her mouth as she looked down, deep in thought. Fallon had the ridiculous notion that she was about to conjure the eye out of thin air. But Thalia looked up suddenly and snapped her fingers. “Just remembered where Liana stashed it! Be right back. Wait here.”

After she left the office, Ambrose heaved a sigh and leaned against his desk. “That was remarkable, Fallon. You can’t possibly know how grateful I am. We are truly in your debt.”

“Just trying to help—”

“Nonsense,” Ambrose interrupted. “This is no time for modesty.  I never thought it was possible, never thought we would get back the old Thalia. Frankly, I’m ashamed to admit it now, in light of your stunning success… this reversal of fortune. All I can say is thank you, and—well done!”

“He’s right,” Logan said. “It’s incredible.”

“What the kid said,” Gideon added. “Sorry I doubted you.”

“That’s okay, but,” Fallon began, then sighed. “You don’t know much about what happened to her, do you?”

“It’s always been a touchy subject,” Ambrose said, “as you must have realized by your earlier interaction with her. Maybe that’s past. Maybe she can finally tell us what happened to her in that rift.”

“Probably not a good idea.”

“What do you mean?” Ambrose asked. The smile on his face almost faltered, but he seemed determined to cling to the buoyant mood created by Thalia’s recovery.

Everyone was in such good spirits about Thalia’s apparent total recovery that Fallon was loath to spoil the mood. And for what? It’s not as if they could change what happened, what would eventually happen. She decided it might be best to let them enjoy Thalia’s return, at least for a while. The fate of Liana and Barrett was on their minds. And that was more than enough for now. Fallon was hopeful that she would have another session with Thalia, more time to try to understand what plagued the woman’s psyche. In the meantime, she felt the need to warn them in some way. 

“Is there something you’re not telling us?” Gideon asked.

“What she’s been through ravaged her,” Fallon said, directing her gaze at Gideon’s physical scars, hoping he would understand. “She may be better”—for now—“but it’s something she’ll never forget.”

“Ah,” Ambrose said, nodding. “Best not to pick at a fresh scab.”

“We need to keep her with us,” Fallon said and knew instantly that it was true. “Asking her to dig into that… pit of darkness would be the same as driving her away.”

“And back into the darkness,” Logan said, coming closest to her unspoken truth.

“Combat veterans have triggers,” Gideon said, “sensory cues that cause flashbacks.”

“Post traumatic stress is an apt analogy,” Ambrose said. “Rest assured, Fallon. We will be mindful of that. More to the point, we need her here now, in the present, more than we need to know the particulars of her rift crossing in the past.”

Fallon felt as if a weight had been removed from her shoulders. If they didn’t pressure Thalia, Fallon might have time to try again, to finish what she’d started. For now, her half-truths would have to suffice. “Could I have a glass of water,” she asked. “Suddenly I’m parched.”

“No problem,” Logan said. “I’ll go—”

At that moment, Thalia returned carrying two items: a velvet drawstring pouch and a rectangular lacquered box. After placing the wooden box on Ambrose’s desk, she loosened the drawstrings of the pouch and removed an object wrapped in white muslin. Carefully, she peeled back the layers of cloth, revealing a smooth white orb—the artificial eye—with an iris the same pale blue as Gideon’s good eye.

“Not bad,” Gideon said. “What’s in the box? The remote control?”

“Not exactly,” Thalia said, taking that as her cue to open the lacquered box. Inside, resting in a molded bed of red velvet, was a silver ritual knife.

“It’s glowing,” Fallon whispered.

“Uh-huh,” Thalia said, pleased with herself. “I performed the necessary spell upstairs. Wanted to, um, shake the rust off my technique.”

“As long as the knife isn’t rusty,” Gideon said, “I don’t care. What’s next?”

Thalia picked up the lambent knife and turned it back and forth, admiring her spell-craft. The eerie light rippled and flowed across the surface of the blade as if with a will of its own.  She looked up at Gideon with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You need to donate some blood.”


Chapter 42

After Thalia told Gideon to roll up his sleeve and present his forearm, Fallon hastily said, “Hey, I’m feeling a little lightheaded so, if nobody minds, I’ll make my way into the kitchen for that glass of water.

“Oh, sorry, Fallon. Forgot about that,” Logan said. “But you don’t need to stay for this. Actually, I don’t need to stay for this either.”

“I only need a little blood,” Thalia assured them. “Just enough to coat the artificial eye. And that will be absorbed into the eye within moments.”

“We’ll file that under TMI,” Logan said. “For ‘too much information’ for the newbie.”

“Bye now,” Fallon said with a finger wave. She grabbed her backpack by one of its straps. “Enjoy your, um, blood ritual.”

“This is fascinating,” Ambrose said as he turned his full attention to the magical proceedings. “I was completely unaware Liana had planned this.”

“Liana and I were never sure it would work,” Thalia said, then added quickly for Gideon’s benefit, “but we were reasonably confident of success. Now, Gideon, after the eye absorbs the blood, you and only you may touch and insert the eye. It must imprint on your physiology. Otherwise it will be no better than your current artificial eye.”

“Understood,” Gideon said in a tone of nervous excitement.

“Let’s go,” Logan said to Fallon, placing his hand on her shoulder while glancing back at the others.

“I don’t need an escort,” Fallon said. “If you’d rather stay.”

“That’s not it,” Logan said. “I recently had an encounter with a disembodied eye, and, if I stick around, it’s entirely possible I’ll have an unpleasant flashback myself.”

Logan closed the office door as if he’d just managed to leave a fussy baby asleep in a nursery. Off Fallon’s quizzical look, he shrugged and said, “Common courtesy.” 

Fallon had another idea. She thought that maybe Logan hadn’t adjusted to Thalia’s improved mental state and continued to see her as fragile and combustible, which might explain why he was walking on eggshells around her. Unless, that is, he suspected something. Perhaps his paranormal talent had kicked in. He doused for supernatural trouble spots. And Thalia’s psyche certainly qualified as one.

She waited until they were settled in the kitchen, each holding a chilled bottle of water from the refrigerator, before she said anything. “So…. What do you think?”

“I meant what I said. About the eye.”

“And what about Thalia?” Fallon asked, taking an extended sip from the water bottle to mask her intense interest in his response. In a way, it would almost be a relief.

Logan sighed. Slid his water bottle around the ring of condensation it had formed on the kitchen table. Spun the lazy Susan a couple times. Sighed again. “She’s better.”

“Obviously,” Fallon said, then shook her head. “Not to pat myself on the back or anything.”

“No, Ambrose is right. Don’t be modest. Her transformation is remarkable.”

“But…?”

Logan looked at her for a long time. “You were holding back.”

She arched an eyebrow; playing innocent. “I was?”

“Yeah, I think so,” he said. “The others were so happy, and Thalia, well, she’s a completely different person. Back among the living. They—she—didn’t see it. But I did.”

“What did you see?”

“Disappointment.”

“Was I that obvious?”

“No,” Logan said. “You covered well.”

Fallon sighed. “Yeah.”

“What you’ve done for her,” Logan began, “it’s like a remission, isn’t it?”

“I think so,” Fallon said. “I tried to get rid of it, the darkness. I pushed it back. I tried to push it out of her. But…”

“But what?”

She stared at him guessing that he already knew what she was about to say. She shuddered with the memory but managed to get the words out. “The darkness pushed back.”

“Oh… wow,” Logan said, stunned. “Uh, not good.”

“No,” Fallon said. “Light years from good, actually.”

“What does this mean for her?”

“I bought her some time,” Fallon said. “Myself as well.”

“How so?”

“It was my first try,” she said, and shrugged. “I should have time to try again. You know, practice makes perfect. Better luck next time.”

“Don’t think luck has much to do with it.”

“Maybe not,” she said, “but my psychic intuition was in overdrive.”

“Does she know? That it’s not completely gone?”

Now Fallon sighed. “I think she wants it to be gone so badly, that…” She shook her head. “Right now, I don’t think she knows.”

“How do we tell her? And when?”

“We wait,” Fallon said. “Until she notices the signs.”

“How much time does she have?”

“I don’t know.”

“Best guess.”

“I’m not a fortune teller,” she said defensively.

“Who knows?” Logan said with a wry grin. “Maybe you are.”

“Right,” she scoffed. “I forgot.”

“So humor me.”

“With a guesstimate? Okay… Days, maybe,” Fallon said. She tapped the bottle cap with her thumbnail as she stared down at the table. That estimate was on the optimistic side but she wanted to remain hopeful in the face of frightening adversity. After another weary sigh, she lifted the water bottle, drained it, and resealed it. “There is so much darkness in her. It’s like this malevolent fog rolling through her mind. She’s continually fighting it, but she’s not strong enough to defeat it. And that’s not the worst part.”

“What is?”

“Logan,” she whispered, pausing to glance at the doorway to make sure they were still alone, “it’s aware.”

He leaned forward, squeezing his water bottle so hard he crumpled the plastic and sloshed water on the table. “What are you saying?”

“I sensed that it was an entity separate from her,” Fallon explained. “An invading consciousness.”

“Like an evil spirit or something? Trying to possess her?”

“No,” Fallon said grimly. “I think it’s trying to destroy her.

“We have to do something!”

“No!” she whispered harshly, catching his wrist as he began to stand. She closed her eyes momentarily, riding the roller coaster rush sensation. Then she said, “We can’t do anything right now.”

“Why not?” The momentary tingling rush had dropped him back into his seat.

“Because nothing has changed,” Fallon said. “Nothing since yesterday.  No, that’s wrong; she’s much better than she was yesterday.”

“But we didn’t know about this yesterday.”

“Logan, don’t you understand? You need Thalia. You need her whole and sound and magical. She may be the only chance Liana and Barrett have. She may be the only chance any of us have. If we tell them this, if we tell her this, it could destroy her. And the time I’ve given her will have been wasted.”

Logan ran his fingers through his hair. “Damn! Why’d you have to tell me this?”

“Because you already suspected,” Fallon said. “You knew—or would have figured it out soon enough. You sense trouble ahead and I already tipped my hand. Blame me.”

“This isn’t your fault,” Logan said. “And you’re right. She has more time now, which means we have time to help her.”

“So we’ll keep it to ourselves? Our little secret?”

“For now,” Logan said. “But if there comes a time when our lives are at risk, we need to tell Ambrose. This information can’t die with us.”

“Never thought about it like that,” Fallon said. Glad I’m sitting, she thought, because I don’t think my legs would support me right now.

“Walkers don’t worry about retirement plans.”

“Cheerful thought.”

“One other condition,” Logan said. “If—when Liana and Barrett return, we spill the beans.”

“Agreed.”

Logan’s eyes opened wide. “Uh-oh…”

“What?”

From two rooms away, they heard Gideon shout in pain.

Displaying impressive reflexes for someone lacking hyperacuity, Logan sprang from his chair and raced out of the kitchen.

Fallon was close behind him.


Chapter 43

Gideon’s first reaction was disappointment.

The four-inch-long incision in his forearm stung no more than a mild paper cut. The spelled blade had opened his flesh long enough for the necessary blood to flow, but the wound had already sealed itself. Part of the magic, he supposed. Not that he cared. The moment he witnessed the film of blood vanish within the enchanted eye as promised, he’d tossed aside his eye patch and removed the old hydroxyapatite implant. He inserted Liana’s magical orb into his eye socket, expecting nothing short of a miracle. Cupping a palm over his good eye, he stared—rather, he tried to stare—out of the enchanted sphere. But all he experienced was darkness, complete darkness. No change.

Unable to hide his disappointment, he shook his head dejectedly. “Sorry, Thalia. Nothing. Not a damned thing.”

Thalia frowned. “I don’t understand. We placed all the required spells on the eye.”

“Maybe you missed one.”

Ambrose scratched his forehead pensively. “These things often require trial and error.”

“No,” Thalia said. “We agonized over this. Every detail. It should work. All we needed was your blood to bind the eye to you. Your blood, flesh and bone. It’s made contact. It should open itself to your mind as soon as it imprints—”

Gideon gasped. His face contorted in pain.

His fingers dug into the furrows and scarred flesh around his left eye socket, his knees buckled, and he screamed in sudden blazing pain. “Something’s wrong! Get it out!”

“No!” Thalia shouted. She fell to her knees beside him to stop him. Her strength was no match for his so, instead of trying to pry his hand away from the eye socket, she pressed against it, forcing him to keep the artificial eye in place. “It must imprint!”

“Christ, it hurts!” Like an ice pick skewering my skull! “Oh, God…”

“Just a few moments! That’s all! Please!”

Gideon’s body was vibrating with pain and dripping with cold sweat. His arms and legs were twitching and he couldn’t control his breathing. It was as if his body was trying to rip itself apart to get away from the pain and—

—and then the pain faded, not as quickly as it had begun, but as if he was suffering aftershocks, physiological echoes of agony.

He was on his back, knees drawn up, arms flopping at his sides, staring at the ceiling of Ambrose’s office. But something was different. The room was blurry, smeared across his field of vision.

“What happened?” Logan asked. “We heard—”

“Wait!” Thalia said, hushing him.

Gideon raised his weak right arm to palm his good eye.

He smiled. That’s more like it, he thought.

“What?” Thalia said. “You can see now, can’t you?”

He nodded.

Thalia clapped excitedly. “I knew it would work! What was that nonsense about ‘trial and error’, Ambrose?”

“It’s blurry on this side,” Gideon said, “but it’s better than nothing.” Images blurred and swirled and smeared as his brain tried to interpret the sudden sensory overload. Like peering through a kaleidoscope with a melting lens.

“Congratulations are definitely in order,” Ambrose said agreeably. “This has turned into an extraordinary day despite the earlier tragedy.”

“Your vision should improve,” Thalia informed him. “Uncover your good eye. That will help the enchanted eye adapt.”

“Ah, so it learns from the natural eye?” Ambrose said.

“Exactly,” Thalia said with a self-satisfied grin. “And that’s not all. It may soon have a few tricks of its own.”

“Focus is improving,” Gideon said. “Triple vision is now double vision. Not as much distortion.” When he looked at a face, he saw two copies, separate at first, but then overlapping, as if something inside his head was fiddling with a focus knob and had almost found the right setting.

“Unlike your old artificial eye,” Thalia said with a cautionary tone, “you must never take this one out.”

Logan asked, “Is that sanitary?”

“The enchanted eye is becoming part of him,” Thalia explained. “That’s how Liana and I spelled it. No other choice really. Otherwise it would have been like plopping a crystal ball in his head. Our goal was first to duplicate human vision, then improve upon it. For the former, we needed the eye to integrate with his body and his brain.”

“So that endless momentary agony was…?”

“Growing pains,” Thalia said. “I’m sorry, Gideon. We never imagined imprinting would be so traumatic. If we had, I would have warned you. But, in time, I hope you’ll agree the long-term benefit outweighs the, um, brief discomfort.”

Gideon laughed heartily. “What discomfort?”

A moment later, somebody began to pound on the front door.


Chapter 44

Barrett caught Liana’s arm. “Get behind me,” he whispered.

She readily complied and said, “It looks like a dragon.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t breathe fire.”

With a fierce shriek, the flying creature plunged toward them. A rippling silhouette against the molten fissures splitting the sheer cliff before them, it swooped down and then shot toward them with frightening speed. Its leathery wings pounded the air with ferocious force, while its ropy limbs, barbed with fearsome claws twitched eagerly, ready to snatch them off the barren rocky plain.

Liana looked from Barrett and his sword, pale in the illumination cast by her light sphere, to the flying behemoth, and she didn’t like their odds.

Barrett shouted, “Get down!”

Liana dropped to the ground, but looked up as Barrett braced his sword.

The impact was violent and thunderous. From her low vantage point, it appeared as if Barrett tried to cut the creature’s long neck, perhaps hoping to sever the head with its long and twisted, tooth-filled snout, but no matter how fast his reflexes, he couldn’t match the speed of its movements. The dragon—for that’s how she thought of it now—wrapped one clawed foreleg around the sword in an attempt to disarm Barrett. But if Barrett misjudged the creature’s speed, the creature underestimated Barrett’s strength. One moment he was standing over Liana’s prone form, the next he was twenty feet away and bouncing off the hard ground, dragged on his back as he maintained a tenacious grip on the hilt of his otherworldly sword.

Like a tin can dragged behind a wedding limousine, she thought. And about as effective at slowing down the dragon’s flight.

Barrett grunted with each bruising impact. In moments, he was lost in the deep shadows beyond the glow of the lava and her light sphere.

The dragon pounded its wings in an attempt to rise into the dark sky. Liana saw Barrett’s form beneath the bulk of its body, dangling impotently. Then he twisted his arms, digging the blade into the dragon’s foreleg. A moment later, he slipped from its grip and fell with a frightening thud.

Fearing the worst, Liana rushed toward the point of impact. The light sphere accompanied her, bobbing overhead, just out of reach, its diameter contracting with each passing moment.

She prayed that Barrett was alive. Couldn’t imagine how she would proceed in this world of darkness and predatory evil if she was alone. Her magical skills would be no match for Carnifex. Of that, she had no delusions. She was playing the sidekick role here. Strictly backup, holding the keys to the supernatural doorway back home. At least she hoped she had the keys. If Barrett suffered a serious injury or if—God forbid—he died before their mission was a success, she would need to return to tell the others what had happened. And then return to this godawful place with Gideon. I never want to come back here again. Please, God, let him be alive!

As her fear flared, the crystal amulet dangling from her neck emitted a warm glow, bringing her to her senses. She tried to control her breathing, aware again that something unseen in this hellish place was attempting to stoke the embers of her fright. She closed her palm around the glowing orb for psychological comfort and resumed her search.

She found him among some rocky outcroppings. No place for a soft landing. For all she knew, no such place existed within the entire hell dimension. Kneeling beside him, she made a quick assessment of his condition.

Remarkably, he’d retained his grip on his sword. Pale greenish fluid coated the length of the blade, probably blood from the dragon’s foreleg. Barrett’s clothes were ripped in a dozen places, and he seemed to be bleeding from a dozen more. His shoulders, elbows, and the backs of his legs had absorbed the brunt of the assault. With his eyes closed, he moaned softly, almost as if he were feverish instead of brutalized.

“Barrett,” Liana called. “Can you move?”

“Think so,” he mumbled.

“Good,” she said, casting a nervous glance toward the fiery cliff. In a moment she spotted the winged, serpentine shadow as it completed the loop to bring it in line for another attack. “Because in about ten seconds we need to be somewhere else.”

She helped him to his feet. “Let’s find a slab to hide behind.”

He frowned. “Is the ground moving again?”

“No.”

“Could have fooled me,” he mumbled. “Go—get to your slab.”

“What about you?”

“Gotta catch this bus.”

“That bus already ran over you once,” she said. “Let’s get out of here. Regroup.”

“I softened him up,” he said. “Go!”

Liana shook her head in disbelief but ran for cover. She couldn’t help it. He refused to budge and she lacked his strength and meta-human agility. He was an immovable object to her highly resistible force. 

“I think it softened up your skull,” she yelled angrily as she scrambled across loose gravel on her way to ducking behind an angled slab of rock. She pressed her back against the cold stone, waiting for the inevitable, sickening impact.

A moment of calm. 

She couldn’t help it; she peeked.

Again Barrett was standing his ground, but this time he was almost crouching, and she wondered if he was about to topple over. The dragon was a few second away, at most. As good a meta-human fighter as he was, Barrett was no match for the flying creature’s speed and power. If only there was a way for me to help even the odds. Her concussive spell would take too long and would have minimal effect on—

Minimal!

A slight advantage could make a big difference.

Her fingers danced upon the sigils on her forearm and they awakened with a ready glow. She twirled her palm out and up, raised her arm abruptly and shouted, “Levitas—exos!”

The first command caused all the loose dirt and gravel around her to rise from the ground in a hovering, weightless cloud of debris; the second command cast the stones at the long head and twisted snout of the dragon a moment before it reached Barrett.

The earthen barrage momentarily blinded the dragon.

Its forelegs came together where it expected Barrett to be standing, in a viciously clawed clapping motion design to rip human flesh asunder—and missed!

Liana gasped when she realized why Barrett had been crouching. He’d needed to give his legs enough spring for his planned attack. His vertical leap was, naturally, inhuman, his timing impeccable. Up and over, his free hand guiding him around the thick serpentine neck, he landed astride the dragon’s shoulder. Squeezing his thighs together to secure his bareback riding position, he clutched the sword in both hands and drove the point down through the leathery skin of the dragon’s neck.

The creature shrieked again, this time in agony.

It’s crooked snout, as long as Barrett’s arm, looped back on its serpentine neck and attempted to dislodge the human rider with its jaws. Barrett tugged his sword out of the dragon’s flesh and swung at the ferocious mouth, the edge of the blade whacking repeatedly against the snapping teeth as Barrett kept the head at bay.

Beating its wide leathery wings, the creature shot straight up, perhaps hoping the extreme angle would dislodge Barrett from his perch. The tactic proved ineffective as Barrett held tight, and once again the creature’s head swung around for a frontal assault. Its attention distracted, the dragon’s ascent began to corkscrew. Liana imagined that the first deep sword wound was having a debilitating effect, continually sapping its strength as the battle raged on.

In utter frustration, the creature swung its wedge-shaped head down toward Barrett, in a blatant attempt to crush him, like an anvil falling from the sky. Barrett leaned forward and thrust his sword under the jaw, through its mouth cavity and into its brain. Almost immediately, and in eerie silence, the dragon barrel-rolled and plummeted out of the sky. 

In the dim light cast by the lava flowing down the cliff face, Liana saw Barrett scrambling to stay on top of the beast. With one hand clutching the hilt of the pinned sword, and the other wrapped around the coil of the creature’s neck, he shifted himself away from its underside.

The entire descent lasted a scant few seconds, but to Liana’s eyes, time seemed to slow down. They were in a different dimension, so that effect wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility. Nevertheless, she imagined her senses were merely heightened by the imminent impact and her dire fear that the creature would accomplish in death what it had failed to do while alive: kill Barrett.

At the last instant before impact, Barrett flung himself away from the dragon, at an angle perpendicular to its descent. He struck the harsh ground with a painful grunt, and attempted to roll to absorb the shock, only to slam into a wedge of rock with a harsh cry. The winged beast crashed to the ground with a sound like a muffled explosion. It rolled tail over head once, its lifeless neck flopping inelegantly to the side as the bones in its fore- and hind-legs snapped and popped.

Liana hurried to Barrett’s side.

He was groaning, on all fours, but still in possession of his sword.

“Anything broken?” she asked.

“Bruised beyond recognition,” he said. “But nothing feels broken. Unfortunately…”

“What?” she asked, concerned.

“Didn’t stay up there long enough to qualify for frequent flyer miles.”

She grabbed his free arm and helped him stand.

Panting, Barrett glanced at the lifeless mound of the dragon. “I feel as bad as that thing looks.”

“Don’t suppose that was Carnifex?” Liana asked hopefully.

“Nah,” Barrett said with a smirk. “Hungry minion.”

Liana peered up at the cliff face and thought she saw more silhouetted shapes flying in lazy circles against the dark sky. “Let’s find a place to rest before another one of those things spots us.” 

She led Barrett to the rock slab behind which she had sought shelter and they sat side by side. After listening to Barrett’s breathing gradually slow to normal, she shook her head and asked, “What’s the point of this?”

“What do you mean?”

“What are we doing here?”

“Looking for Carnifex, remember?” he said with a raspy chuckle. “Jeez, I’m the one taking repeated blows to the head.”

“We haven’t seen Carnifex since we got here.”

“Maybe not, but I felt his presence when I first arrived.”

“Long enough to play mind tricks,” Liana said. “But when that failed, he disappeared to let these minions take shots at us.”

“Your point?”

“Don’t you get it?” she said. “We’re playing by his rules.”

Barrett took a deep breath. “Send the minions to soften us up then, when the time is right, he comes in for the kill.”

“Exactly.”

“What choice do we have? We’re on his turf. We have to walk through the minefield to find him.”

“If that’s even possible anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“What if he’s already crossed to our side?”

“Wouldn’t you have sensed a rift opening?”

“I don’t know,” Liana said with a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe, depending on how far away it is. How big it is. How long it lasts.”

“You can’t locate him magically,” Barrett said. “And, if this direct approach is doomed to failure and he won’t come to us anytime soon, what are our options?”

“You won’t like it.”

“Who knows?” Barrett said, massaging his bruised ribs and wincing in pain. “Maybe I’ve softened up enough to listen to reason.”

“We should go home.”

“Just like that? Tails between our legs?”

“You got it wrong,” she said with a wry grin. “The dragon’s got its tail between its legs, not us.”

He laughed and winced again. “Ah, wonderful. Hurts when I laugh.”

“Good thing you have a lousy sense of humor.”

“Stop it,” he said, chuckling. “You’re killing me.”

“If not me, there are plenty of minions waiting in line.”

“Fine,” Barrett said. “You’re not… entirely wrong.”

“Really? I feel so much better.”

“Please don’t take offense. You make a good point. Look, I was hoping to catch Carnifex in the act, go toe to toe—or toe to claw—with him and get home in time for supper. But this… this feels weird. Beyond the actual weirdness. It feels staged. Like he knew what our strategy would be and he planned all of this as a stalling tactic.”

“Or he’s simply using his minions as meat tenderizers.”

“With the repeated pounding I’m taking, I’m inclined to agree.”

“So?”

“I have a question for you,” Barrett said. “Now that you’ve crossed to this dimension, can you come back?”

For a moment, Liana thought that he had somehow rooted out her thoughts of inadequacy, exposed her intense fear of spending eternity in the hell dimension. Then she understood. “Are you asking if I’ll be able to open a rift to this place?”

He nodded.

“Possibly,” she hedged. “Probably. It’s never a sure thing.”

“Okay, then,” Barrett said. “Let’s say it’s possibly probable. That means we wouldn’t have to pounce on the next rift that he creates to get back here. We can come back on our terms, when we’re ready.”

“In theory.”

“That’s progress,” he said. “One small step for humankind. Still, I hate to run back home without destroying the merciless bastard.”

“It’s possible he’s already crossed to our side,” Liana reminded him. “While we twiddle our thumbs here in the dark.”

“Twiddling our thumbs? Is that what you call this?”

“Figuratively speaking, of course,” she said with a grin.

“Because my thumbs might be the only parts of my body that don’t hurt.”

“Your efforts were entirely commendable.”

“But we’re no closer to Carnifex.”

“Is what I’m saying.”

“Right.” Barrett sighed. “Let’s go home.”

“Splendid,” she said. Then, with a sidelong glance, she added softly, “Assuming I remember how.”

“While you search through your notes,” Barrett said, “I could slice a few dragon steaks.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass on minion meat.”

“Anything I can do to help your suspect memory?”

“Shh!”

“That I can do,” he grumbled.

Liana stood and thrust her forearms high to cast aside her billowing sleeves in one quick motion. With her hands up, palms facing her, she looked like a freshly scrubbed surgeon about to enter the operating theater. But she stood motionless, examining the graceful golden sigils inscribed in her flesh, looking for a way out. Unlike much of her magic, opening a rift was not a matter of tracing enchanted patterns and uttering spell-commands by rote. To find the way back to their world, she needed to sense the resonance between the two dimensions. A better sorceress could find or create rifts with little effort. Liana’s mother had a real talent for it and she passed on most of that gift to Thalia. Liana’s ability, however, was a distant echo of her mother’s prodigious talent. After Liana had physically crossed into a new dimension, she possessed enough rift magic to find a way home, but it required tremendous concentration and sapped all her psychic energy. Liana’s relative weakness in rift magic had been the primary reason that Thalia had taken point on many crossings. And she’d paid a steep price for her younger sister’s shortcomings.

Liana traced the sigils required for meditative concentration, heightened awareness and visualization, and clairvoyance. The spell was so familiar to her that she could perform it without vocalization. It was a preparatory spell, a kind of gatekeeper between her and unlearned magical abilities. Before attempting new magicks or mastering new spells, she readied herself with this ritual. Of course, this was only the beginning of her process to open a rift between worlds.

Years ago, Liana had tried to improve her rift magic by studying with Thalia, but Liana quickly discovered that she lacked Thalia’s powers of hyper-visualization. It was as if Thalia possessed another eye, a psychic eye that could bridge dimensions. No matter how much Liana practiced, she could never grow that third eye. Instead, Liana had to attune herself to the cosmic pulse of both dimensions simultaneously—the ebb and flow of life and existence in two worlds—and find the overlap between them, the light in shadow and the reverse, perceiving each world as a layer, and the rift as a gap through which one could navigate those layers. Find that gap and she could visualize the rift, the overlapping tear between the two realties, literally willing it into existence. In effect, she had to manifest a new paranormal sense—“rift vision,” as she thought of it—every time she needed to sense and locate a rift. The effort required was enormous and always wiped her out.

With her arms aglow, she blocked out the fetid smell and distant shrieks of the hell dimension and sought that deeper awareness of her surroundings, the fabric and rhythm of its existence. So deep was her concentration that she was at first unaware of the tremors. She almost imagined that the subtle quaking came from within her mind, a result of her expanding perception. Twice, without conscious awareness, she adjusted her footing to maintain her balance. Far away she could almost hear Barrett speaking, but his voice was an anemic whisper, unable to penetrate the depths of her concentration.

Her breath caught as she saw it, less than fifteen feet in front of them, a shimmering in the darkness, a rippling of reality that showed the way back home. She locked onto it, pointing as she spoke to Barrett, “There! Time to go!”

She took a step forward—

—into thin air.

Barrett caught her arm.

They staggered to the right, parallel to the widening crevasse that had not been there a moment ago.

The light from her forearms sigils winked out, but Liana continued to stare at the rippling rift. Though her light sphere now cast no more than a feeble glow, her adapted eyes never lost sight of the shimmering patch of air.

The huge slab of rock behind which they had hidden, leaned forward precariously before toppling over with the implacable inertia of an uprooted tree. Sound rushed in to Liana’s ears, almost as if she had forgotten how to hear until that moment. From all around her came the crunching pops, explosions and crashes of rocks and stones breaking, splitting, and falling apart.

They ran, weaving a path through the random devastation, leaping across the narrowest point of a spreading fault line before it became impassable. Their evasive maneuvers led them farther from the rift. Liana tugged Barrett back on course when she could, but common sense dictated a roundabout path. Their approach became a maddening dance. For every step that brought them closer to the rift, they had to take three in the wrong direction.

“Someone here must love Greek myths,” Liana shouted.

“How so?”

“We’ve gone from Sisyphus,” she said between gasps, “to Tantalus.”

“Sisyphus was the rolling rock guy, right?”

She nodded. “Every time he rolled the rock up the hill, it rolled back down again. Futile labor.”

“Like the tag team minions.”

Again she nodded, “And now we’re being tantalized with the rift. We can see it, but we can’t touch it. Forever out of reach.”

“Forever’s a long time.”

“Right,” Liana said. “We might actually die first.”

The ground lurched beneath them. Both Walkers fell to their knees a moment before a jagged fissure opened in front of them like a hungry stone maw. Sinkholes formed around them with frightening regularity. Igneous rock crumbled like the thinnest shale. Dust billowed around them. Liana doubled over with coughing spasms. When she finally recovered, she looked up and her heart sank. Where is it?

Her gaze darted left, right, and back again. Suddenly she sighed with relief. Close call, she thought. Too close. “The rift,” she said, trying to keep panic out of her voice. “We have to hurry before I lose it.”

Gripping her arm, Barrett led her across the treacherous ground. His reflexes kept them safe longer than Liana would have thought possible. Unfortunately, she couldn’t help but slow him down; it was only a matter of time before one or both of them fell into one of the expanding fissures.

A false step and her leg slipped through a gap. Barrett braced his legs to support her weight, but the ground upon which he stood was infernally treacherous. With grim inevitability, each square foot became brittle and crumbled beneath him, until, finally, he stood atop a narrow spire of rock.

Liana dangled from Barrett’s free arm. She cast a frightened look into the cavernous depths and gasped at the ferocity of the churning river of lava. Thick smoke rose around them, burning her eyes and searing her throat. The heat washed over her in pulsing waves, like the hot breath of an insatiable monster.

“Hold on,” Barrett said. “I’ve got you.”

“If you need to—if there’s no other way,” Liana said, “If you can save yourself, then let me—”

“I won’t let go,” Barrett yelled. “Not again.”

For a moment, Liana was confused, but then an image of Gideon’s face came to her, his ravaged face and missing eye. Barrett blamed himself for Gideon’s rift injury. “It’s not the same, Barrett,” she said. “You know that.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he said abruptly, flashing a soot-smeared grin. “You’re stuck with me.”

Grateful for the sentiment, Liana nodded. But she had other problems.

Her hand was damp with sweat in his grasp. It may have been a trick of her imagination, but she felt her hand slipping through his palm millimeter by millimeter. Soon he would have nothing to grasp. She could almost foresee the long descent, first into darkness and smoke, but then into burning light and devouring magma. 

Her crystal amulet flared again, reminding her not to let her fears overcome her senses. She had to stay rational to survive. Her life was in Barrett’s hand; and his life was dependent upon the narrow spire of rock—

The first crack sounded like a gunshot beneath her.

Several more followed in staccato bursts, devastating her sliver of hope.

She swung wildly beneath Barrett’s straining arm as he fought for balance on his shifting perch.

Liana glanced down, suspecting the worst.

“Oh, God,” she whispered. “Oh, God, no!”

Chunks of rock were crumbling away from the spire. Other pieces, under extreme pressure, cracked and popped clear. Agonizing moments passed as the spire wobbled around a brittle, deteriorating axis then, inevitably, the tortured shaft began to lean. To his credit, Barrett scrambled around his narrow pedestal, repositioning himself and Liana to counter the shifting stress points, but it was a lost cause, merely prolonging the inevitable.

Squeezing her hand so hard her bones ached, he yelled, “Hold on!”

With one last protesting screech of stone, the dark spire toppled over, carrying Barrett and Liana for one dizzying moment before hurling them toward the raging molten depths of Carnifex’s hell dimension.

Liana screamed.


Chapter 45

 “You people are the experts,” Police Chief Grainger said. “Tell me you have a plan to deal with this.”

“The plan is always the same, Chief Grainger,” Ambrose said from the chair behind his desk. “The plan’s execution, unfortunately, never conforms to a timetable.”

Ever since Grainger arrived on their doorstep, Ambrose had been trying to pacify the man, to assure him that the Walkers had everything under control. Far from the truth, but Ambrose had learned long ago how to bluff his way through trouble.

Despite his evident agitation, Hadenford’s chief of police had come to the Walker house alone. If he’d meant to summarily arrest the whole family, he would have brought reinforcements. Logan guessed that because of what the chief had witnessed, he was willing, for the time being, to continue to let them operate freely. His presence at the house was probably to ensure that he remained in the otherworldly information loop.

No doubt the neighbors would be wondering why the police chief’s cruiser was parked outside the new family’s house. Logan was fairly sure the speculation would be anything but flattering. Not that it would bother Logan. He expected to be living far from Hadenford within the next six months. Change was the constant. Over the years, Logan had learned to keep to himself. They would always be the odd family on whatever block they resided.

Grainger threw his arms up in the air. “I should have been called about the bus.”

“I didn’t—”

Ambrose held up a palm to interrupt Logan’s explanation. “Logan had no way of knowing if the bus, one of the bus stops, or the eventual destination of one of the passengers would be the locus of the incident.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Grainger said unapologetically. “I can’t simply wait around to clean up the aftermath of the next incident.”

“Let us handle this,” Gideon said.

“That’s what your brother said,” Grainger countered. “And how did that work out?”

Grainger hadn’t been inside the house five seconds when he noticed Gideon’s missing eye patch. Skimping on details, Thalia explained that she’d healed the eye. Logan took the opportunity to examine the enchanted artificial eye and was amazed at how lifelike it appeared. Its movement and color matched the natural eye. And the pupil contracted or dilated in response to lighting conditions. No physical reason why anyone would think it was artificial. But Logan saw mistrust in Grainger’s eyes, a refusal to take anything they said at face value. Logan figured suspicion was a big part of the job description for anyone in law enforcement.

Gideon frowned. “We have made progress,” he said. “As I explained earlier, Barrett and Liana have crossed over and are working to terminate the problem from that side.”

“And what about our side,” Grainger asked. He turned to Ambrose. “Can you guarantee me there won’t be any more incidents?”

Now Ambrose frowned. “Nobody can make such guarantees.”

“Then I want to know what you people are doing before you do it.” He glanced at Logan. “If you get the sudden urge to hop on a bus or call a taxi or see a movie, I want to know about it.”

“Um…okay,” Logan said after catching a slight nod from Ambrose.

“Is your intention to wait for the other two to kill that thing and return?”

“Ideally,” Ambrose said, “but not exclusively.”

“They do know how to return, don’t they?”

“Liana can find her way back,” Thalia said quickly, as if hoping to convince herself. “She can do it.”

A sudden queasiness snaked around Logan’s insides. Though Liana’s rift experience was limited, he never doubted her ability to make crossings. If it had been an issue, he assumed she wouldn’t have volunteered to go in the first place. But she’d left when Thalia was mentally incapacitated. What if she felt she had no choice, that nobody else was available, so she had to make the attempt? When she passed through the rift with Barrett, maybe she saw it as a suicide mission. Was her best case scenario that they would eliminate Carnifex only to spend the rest of their lives on the other side? Had she jumped into a hell dimension expecting to die there no matter the outcome of their confrontation with the Reaper of Flesh?

Chief Grainger cleared his throat. “What’s your backup plan?”

“I was hoping to have a word with Thalia about that,” Ambrose said.

“Rift hunting?” Thalia asked him.

“Yes,” Ambrose said. “Assuming you’re up to the task… that is, after healing Gideon’s eye.” He turned to Grainger and added, “Rift hunting is an exhausting pursuit.”

“I’m sure it is,” Grainger said, struggling to keep skepticism out of his tone.

Ambrose continued to bluff his way through the conversation. Hoping to maintain their autonomy, he couldn’t admit that Thalia’s participation in their strategizing, up until a short while ago, had been less than negligible. At the same time, he wanted to give her an excuse to back out if the sudden burden of responsibility became too much for her. Her lucidity and competence were too fresh for those who had watched her struggle with the most basic tasks for so long to take her recovery for granted.

Thalia nodded with a quick smile, but she had begun to fidget with her paint-spattered smock. The first sign of nerves since her miraculous return. “I’m ready to try,” Thalia said, “but, as Ambrose said, there are no guarantees.”

Logan wondered if she was more afraid of failure or success. What would happen to her mind if she actually found the rift? Were they pushing her too close to the source of her fear, the inner darkness that fought to overwhelm her mind? Logan recalled the Nietzsche quote, “When you stare persistently into an abyss, the abyss also stares into you.”

“Do we really need to rush into this?” Logan asked for her benefit.

“Much as I’d like to wait, Logan,” Ambrose said, flicking a quick glance toward Thalia, “with each passing minute it becomes more likely that Liana and Barrett have run into complications.”

He was right, of course. The delay didn’t necessarily mean Liana and Barrett had failed. Injury was a possibility. Liana, inexperienced in rift magic, could be having trouble finding her way home. They might be at a stalemate, waiting for reinforcements. Despite Thalia’s possible fragility, she was cogent and at least some of her magical abilities had returned. What Logan and Fallon knew that Ambrose did not was that Thalia’s clock was ticking. Waiting another day, even several hours, might rob them of Thalia’s participation. They couldn’t rely on Fallon pushing back the darkness again. The darkness might adapt and adjust its defenses, thwarting further attacks. If Thalia was going to lead them to Liana and Barrett, it was literally now or never. “I know,” Logan said softly.

“Good,” Ambrose said. “Logan, I think it best if you took point.”

“But Thalia—”

“I’m quite aware of Thalia’s rift hunting abilities,” Ambrose said, cutting off Logan’s ill-timed attempt at modesty, “but she is a bit, ah, out of practice and you have been in close contact with this particular rift. Your dousing ability could be quite effective.”

“That—that’s an excellent idea,” Thalia said, rubbing her arms as if warding off a chill none of the others felt. “Logan gets us close and I’ll do the rest.”

While she spoke, Ambrose had edged around his desk, positioning himself near Fallon. He leaned toward her and whispered in her ear loud enough for Logan to hear, “Will you stay by my granddaughter’s side?”

Without looking at him, Fallon gave a discreet nod.

Ambrose gave her hand a slight squeeze of thanks.

Logan had to wonder if Ambrose suspected Thalia’s condition was deteriorating. Regardless, he couldn’t make that assumption. Before they left the house, he would have to tell Ambrose what Fallon had seen inside Thalia’s mind.

Gideon’s hand fell on Logan’s shoulder. “Logan, could I have a moment?”

Puzzled, Logan said, “Sure.” He turned to Fallon. “You okay here?”

“Fine, thanks,” she said pleasantly without what would have been a giveaway glance at Thalia.

In the hallway, Gideon said, “What was that all about?”

“Booster signal,” Logan said. “Ambrose is counting on Fallon’s abilities to help Thalia.” He almost said more but didn’t want Gideon to lose confidence in Thalia. The last thing Thalia needed was to see doubt in their eyes. With luck, her continued confidence might be enough to keep the darkness at bay until they’d dealt with Carnifex. “Ambrose believes Fallon has that ability, among others.” 

“Who am I to argue?” Gideon said, winking his enchanted eye for emphasis. “That young lady certainly has talents.”

Gideon took the stairs two at a time. Logan followed, curious. “What’s this about?”

“Have something for you.”

Gideon led Logan to the guestroom that had become the older man’s bedroom. He tossed his suitcase on the bed, flipped it open, and reached inside a bottom compartment. “If you’re leading us, you shouldn’t be unarmed,” he said. “Take this.”

He handed Logan a red-handled dagger in a black leather scabbard.

Logan popped the snap to free the cross guard, gripped the pommel almost reverently, and slid the blade free. “Is this…?”

“A star-dagger, yes,” Gideon assured him. “Forged from off-world metal.”

Logan ran the tip of his index finger along the edge of the blade, careful not to apply too much pressure. “Cool.”

“It’s yours.”

“Very cool!”

“Yes. But remember one thing…”

“What?”

“It’s not a sword.”

“Obviously, but—wait, what am I missing?”

“If you ever actually need to use that,” Gideon said, “it’s probably too late.”

“Oh,” Logan said softly. “There’s a real buzz kill.”

“Unless…”

“What?”

“The dagger is balanced,” Gideon said, noticed Logan’s frown, and added, “For throwing. Two problems with that. One: it takes a lot of practice to be effective.”

“Okay,” Logan said. “What else?”

Gideon shrugged. “Throwing it means you could be throwing it away. Miss and your enemy may take possession of your weapon. If you wound but don’t kill, the enemy could get away or cross over with your weapon.”

“So use it wisely.”

Gideon ruffled his hair. “Obviously I’m hoping you never need it.”

“Right.”

“But if you’re out there leading the charge, you shouldn’t be defenseless.”

“Gotcha.”

“And just because you possess a weapon, doesn’t mean you’re trained in its use. If you are serious about it, I expect you to train with me.”

“I will,” Logan said. “Definitely.”

“Unfortunately, your training has to wait.”

“I understand.”

“Good,” Gideon said. “Now clip that on your belt and let’s go.”



Despite Ambrose’s impressive powers of persuasion—or dissuasion, in this case—Chief Grainger insisted on accompanying the Walkers on their rift hunt. Grainger drove the police cruiser with Logan in the passenger seat; in back, behind the bulletproof glass partition, sat Gideon, Fallon, and Thalia. When his sister had stepped outside, Logan hung back from the group and caught Ambrose’s arm, whispering the salient details of his conversation with Fallon, that Thalia’s “cure” was a temporary fix and that the darkness would soon reclaim her mind. Ambrose had nodded his understanding. “You were right to tell me, Logan. And to keep this from her, for now. We need her.”

Ambrose, as usual, had stayed behind. His parting words had been for Thalia, in Latin. “Crede tibi.” Believe in yourself.

Before they’d left in the cruiser, there had been an awkward moment as Grainger saw Gideon grab his sword and watched Logan loop his belt through his dagger’s scabbard strap. The police chief had frowned but decided not to voice his concerns. Grainger was fighting his own instincts in order to understand and participate in an altogether different type of law enforcement. Logan gave the man credit for his adaptability.

“So how does your mojo work, young man?” Grainger asked Logan. The chief’s right forearm rested comfortably—somehow—over a computer console installed between the two front seats. In fact, the front of the cruiser was so crammed with police equipment that Logan could imagine he was in one of those junkyard crushers that pressed old vehicles into compacted cubes of metal, and that he was moments away from having his flesh and bones squashed into a strange amalgam with metal alloy, vinyl and plastic. Logan had never felt claustrophobic in a car before. First time for everything.

“I don’t know how it works, exactly,” Logan explained.

“In layman’s terms,” Grainger suggested.

“I follow my gut,” Logan said. “If I become nauseous, I’m going the right way.”

“What’s it mean if you actually vomit?”

“That a lot of people will die,” Logan said grimly. “Or sometimes it means that someone is about to die in a particularly gruesome way.”

“But you don’t know who or how or where?”

“By the time I know where it’s going to happen, it’s usually begun.”

“Like with the bus?”

“Right,” Logan said. “But my ability, my dousing talent, led me to that bus and wanted me to get on the bus.”

“So you knew where, but you didn’t know that you knew.”

“Basically.”

Gideon chuckled, leaned forward, and said to Grainger, “You’re starting to understand what it’s like to be a Walker.”

“Confused?”

“Trust your instincts. And don’t ask too many questions,” Gideon said. “Because you might not understand the answers.”

Chief Grainger drove well within the speed limits, crisscrossing the streets and avenues of Hadenford in a seemingly random pattern. Occasionally he would glance at Logan, perhaps checking to see if he had become green around the gills. Now and then he would ask, “Anything?” and Logan would shake his head or respond, “Nothing.” Nightfall elicited yawns from Logan, but no queasiness. He was beginning to suspect the whole idea of a rift hunt had been a waste of time. Grainger would probably suspect they were holding back because of his presence, trying to convince him that he was foolish for wanting to tag along.

Logan tapped his foot nervously. He felt agitated, unsettled, but he couldn’t tie the sensation to anything specific. An unfocused uneasiness lingered within him. He decided to make the best of what looked to be a long evening. With a quick gesture to the crowded backseat, he said to Grainger, “What happens if you have to engage in a high speed chase?”

“Let’s see,” Grainger said, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Everyone buckled up back there?” A mini chorus line of nods was the response. “Good. Safety first.”

“Or detain a suspect?”

Grainger nodded thoughtfully, considering the possibility. “You know what? I’ll strap him to the roof.”

“Seriously?”

“Or I could toss him in the trunk. Depends on my mood.”

“You can’t do that.”

“Well, folks might consider me inhumane if I cuffed him to the bumper and dragged him around town until we’re done.”

Logan laughed. But the moment of levity was no cure for his nervousness.

Grainger tapped the police radio. “Actually, I’d call for backup.”

“Right.”

“Before your family arrived,” Grainger said. “This was a quiet and boring town. Who’d have thought it was destined to become the staging ground for Armageddon?”

Gideon said, “Let’s hope that’s an extreme exaggeration, Chief Grainger.”

“Well, what would you call it? Demonic hijinks?”

“More than that,” Gideon said. “But hardly Armageddon.”

“Night ain’t over yet.”

Perhaps hoping to change the subject, Thalia tapped the glass behind Logan and said, “Guess I really am rusty, Logan. Hard time sensing anything. What about you?”

“Not sure,” Logan said. “It’s almost as if it’s around the next corner, beyond the next street, always ahead but never here, if you know what I mean.”

“Not sure I do,” Thalia said. “Maybe it senses us looking for it.”

“That’s not it,” Logan said. “Something is definitely out there but it’s… waiting. For what, I don’t know. Not ready to show itself.”

“Since we can’t figure out where it will appear next,” Gideon said. “Maybe it’s time to go on the offensive.” He looked across the backseat at Thalia. “Are you ready to try?”

“Try what?” Grainger asked, watching them in the rearview mirror.

“Creating a rift to the other world,” Thalia said somberly. “Some of us Walkers have the ability to open rifts.”

“And you’re one of them?”

“I was, yes, but it’s been a while,” Thalia said. “It’s not foolproof, though. I might not be able to open a rift to the right world or any rift at all.”

“How can we improve your odds of success?”

At the start of this exchange, Logan had twisted around in his front seat to watch Thalia’s reactions, ready to divert the conversation if he sensed her falling off the rails of lucidity. They had to be careful not to back her into a corner, psychologically speaking. Thalia pursed her lips and stared out the side window. Lost in thought or fright? Logan couldn’t say which. He was about to intercede with what would probably be a lame excuse for returning home when Thalia’s eyes widened and she gave a decisive nod. She caught the reflection of Grainger’s eyes in the rearview mirror.

“Take me to the place where the bus crashed.”



The NJ Transit bus and the Dodge pickup truck were gone. Emergency vehicles had transported the injured to Underwood Memorial Hospital and the dead to the morgue. No police presence remained behind. The only remnants of the bus crash were cosmetic: an assortment of skid marks across the middle of Kings Highway, oil stains treated with sawdust, and tiny shards of plastic glittering under the streetlights along the shoulder of the road. Other than those minimal visual clues, nothing remained to inform drivers of passing cars that a tragedy had occurred several hours ago. Unless those drivers had the preternatural senses of Thalia Walker. When Grainger asked her “Why here?” she simply stated, “Because it’s the last place the rift manifested.”

Grainger swung the cruiser to the shoulder of Kings Highway and parked in front of the white stone Hadenford Public Library. “Okay. Now wh—”

Logan noticed the entranced expression fall across Thalia’s face like a veil, the faraway look in her eyes. Before the cruiser came to a halt, he jumped out and opened her door, taking her arm and guiding her to the curb. In her present state, she might wander into the middle of the road, to the exact point where the rift had appeared. Probably so worried about disappointing them that she had too readily surrendered to her paranormal instincts. Trance-walking down the center of the town’s main thoroughfare at night was a potentially fatal risk, even if the rift was long gone. Traffic was light, but steady, with the average vehicle speed in excess of forty miles per hour.

“Closer,” Thalia whispered.

Logan checked her eyes. Nobody home. “This is close enough,” he said. In case she decided to disregard his advice, he maintained one arm across her shoulders. “You’ll have to work from here.”

She nodded, but Logan waited for her to focus on her surroundings.

The others joined them. Fallon stood on Thalia’s right side, opposite Logan, and placed her hands around the other woman’s right hand. “Thalia?” she said.

“Yes.”

“You okay?”

“Mm-hm,” Thalia murmured. “I can sense the disruption here. It was a forced rift. Not natural.”

“What’s that mean?” Grainger asked Gideon.

“Some rifts between worlds occur naturally,” Gideon said. “This one was more of a… rip in the fabric of our reality.”

“A forced entry? Breaking and entering?”

Gideon nodded. “What do they call it on the news? A home invasion? Well, this was a home-world invasion.”

Thalia frowned and shook her head. “Destruction,” she said with almost anthropological detachment. “Lots of casualties. This wasn’t random. A planned assault for maximum carnage.” She blinked rapidly, glanced at Logan and Fallon. “I’m okay.”

Logan sighed, lowered his arm from her shoulder. “Welcome back.”

“There’s a conflict here,” she said.

“Conflict? Hell, it was a full-blown frontal assault,” Grainger said.

“I’m talking about the rift,” Thalia said, shaking her head impatiently. She was wringing her hands. Logan had the impression that each bit of information she doled out came at a psychological cost. “It doesn’t fit. There’s a miasma lingering here.”

“Carnifex?” Gideon asked.

“I think so,” she said. “Don’t you sense it? Any of you?” 

Exchanged looks and head shakes followed. Logan worried about her confidence. He said, “I would probably only sense it if he planned to return here.”

“Carnifex is anything but subtle,” Thalia said. “Brute force, destruction, carnage. That’s him in a nutshell.”

“So what’s the conflict?” Grainger asked.

“This rift was coordinated, a planned and timed assault on a mass of humanity in motion,” she said and waited for them understand. When they remained confused, she sighed. “I don’t think he’s capable of that degree of sophistication.”

“Maybe he had a magical aid,” Gideon suggested. “A talisman.”

“Maybe,” she said, “but I think another possibility is more likely.”

“Someone is helping him,” Fallon guessed. 

Thalia nodded. “Somebody with more magical acumen than Carnifex possesses.”

“Somebody with a grudge against humanity? Or somebody who enjoys watching the carnage from afar?”

Thalia shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Regardless,” Gideon said. “Our goal remains the same. Remove the watcher’s tool—Carnifex, in other words—and the carnage ends.”

“Let’s begin then,” Thalia said. She unbuttoned the cuffs of her long-sleeved blouse and rolled them back. Generally, the Walker women wore long sleeves in public to conceal the golden sigils that adorned their skin. Fewer questions that way. And the habit dovetailed with Ambrose’s “Discretion is the better part of Walkers” philosophy.

“Sure you’re up to this?” Logan asked quietly. Then for Grainger’s benefit, he added, “It’s already been a long night.”

“I’ll give it a try,” Thalia said. “Gideon, you know what to do?”

“Right with you.”

“What’s she talking about?” Grainger asked.

“If she opens the rift,” Gideon said. “We go through. The two of us. Walker protocol.”

“What about me?”

Gideon looked at him. “I would strongly suggest you not try to follow.”

“Wait!” Logan said. “Before you start, take this.” He removed his crystal amulet and placed it over Thalia’s head. “Liana made these to protect us from our fears over there.”

“Thanks, Logan,” Thalia said. “Okay. I’m ready.”

Instinctively, they formed a loose circle around her, with the intention of shielding her spell-casting from any pedestrians or passing motorists. Her hands tapped and traced sigils along her forearms as her lips formed a series of whispered incantations, almost a soft hiss of continual sound rather than individual words. Thalia’s magic differed from Liana’s in that regard. Whereas Liana often shouted magical commands, Thalia seemed to coax magic from the ether, sometimes silently, and usually with more versatility and effectiveness. Until Thalia’s rift accident, she had been Liana’s clear magical superior. Her loss had been a devastating blow to the Walker ranks. Though Logan was glad to see her back in action, he worried about the cost of pushing her too far too soon. Thalia’s forearms had begun to glow, and her eyes had gone vacant again.

“I can see it,” she whispered at last. “Where it ripped open, like a psychic echo… the damage is still there… a wound, recently closed… I’m reaching out to it, feeling the contours, searching for the weakest spot… yes, thinnest here… if I can prod it, just slip through that spot… I think I can open it again.”

Gideon pulled his sword from its scabbard, shifted his grip slightly, then nodded in anticipation. A warrior, he was fixated on the imminent battle. Thalia similarly focused on her magical task, reopening the rift. Logan, douser of bad vibes and all things paranormally nasty, felt his gut lurch in dread.

“Careful!” Logan said to Thalia and hoped she heard him.

He gave Fallon a meaningful look. She had released Thalia’s hand when the older woman had begun her pattern tracing. No physical contact. Logan nodded urgently. Fallon frowned, shook off her nerves and indecision with a long exhalation, and reached a gentle hand toward Thalia’s neck. She paused, glanced at Logan; he nodded again. Contact there wouldn’t interfere with the spell-casting. Fallon laid her hand against the nape of Thalia’s neck. At the moment of contact, Fallon gasped, her back arching as if a jolt of electricity had coursed down her spine.

Thalia’s body began to twitch.

Fallon’s eyes opened wide in alarm.

“Stop!” Logan shouted, reaching for Thalia’s glowing arms.

Gifted with hyperacuity, Gideon was too quick for Logan. “No,” he said, stepping in front of Logan and catching his hand. “Let her finish!”

“You don’t understand—”

Thalia screamed.

Fallon grunted in pain, staggered sideways, striking a newspaper dispenser with her hip before falling to the sidewalk in a heap. She whimpered softly and writhed on the ground.

The moment Thalia screamed, the glow around her arms winked out. Then her eyes rolled up, showing only the whites. Her legs crumpled and she fell unconscious toward the ground.

Grainger tried to catch her, but Gideon beat him to it. He’d been too stunned by the swift chain of events to stop Fallon’s collapse, but he recovered in time to break Thalia’s fall. “She’s burning up.”

“What’s going on?” Grainger asked

“I don’t know,” Gideon said from a crouch, caressing Thalia’s face.

The police chief’s hard gaze settled on Logan. “You knew, didn’t you?”

“I sensed something bad was about to happen, but Gideon wouldn’t—”

“Sorry, Logan,” Gideon said. “Forgot about your talent. I thought, well, I haven’t been in group dynamic mode in a—”

“Everybody ignores me!”

“Said I was sorry.”

“Why bring me out here if you refuse to—?”

“Enough, Logan!” Gideon said. “Live and learn.”

“Right,” Logan said, mentally kicking himself for becoming sulky when—Fallon! “Damn it!” he whispered fiercely as he rushed to her side. He kneeled beside her and checked for cuts or abrasions. Physically, she seemed fine. He placed a hand on her head, another under her jaw and examined her eyes. They were fluttering as she moaned quietly. “I think she’s coming out of it.”

Grainger kneeled on the other side of her. “Yes.”

“Logan,” Fallon whispered as her eyes began to track and focus. “Thought that was you touching me. Felt the swoopy-loopies.”

“What’s she talking about?”

“Inside joke.”

“So she’s making sense?”

Logan nodded. “Yeah, you could say that.”

“So what happened here?”

“I’m not sure,” Logan said. “Thalia will probably know when she wakes up. If she remembers anything, that is.”

“What do you think happened?”

“When she pushed against the rift,” Logan said, “something pushed back.”


PART THREE
SHADOW WALKERS


Chapter 46

When the rock spire first began to topple, Liana couldn’t help herself: she screamed so loud the cry might have been ripped from her throat by a demon that thrived solely on vocal expressions of sheer terror. In this hell dimension, such a demon might even exist. But she wasn’t looking for excuses. Of all the ways one might possibly die, she had always considered burning among the worst way to go. And the idea of falling several hundred feet into a sea of molten magma increased her fear of immolation beyond rational boundaries. She was about to take a swan dive into temperatures hot enough to melt stone. With that grim thought foremost in her mind, she thought she had an undeniable right to one last scream of defiance, of protest—but mostly, of sheer terror.

Barrett scrambled from the flattened tip of the broken and falling spire or rock to what became the top side, sword clutched in his right hand, Liana dangling from his left. If her nerve-shattering scream caused him to release his grip on her to cover his ears, she could have forgiven him for the lapse even as she plummeted to certain fiery death below. Well, almost. But somehow he held on and that incurred a debt she’d never be able to repay. Especially since, despite Barrett’s impressive heroics, she remained convinced their deaths were imminent.

The broken spire was too short to span the crevasse that had opened in front of them moments enough, too short to form a natural, if temporary bridge to solid ground. Just before the spire was horizontal, Barrett leaped forward, his sword held high. From his other hand, Liana swung precariously, feeling like a human anchor about to tug him down to his death. A quick glance upward showed her that he wouldn’t make it across the widening gap to the far side—not by a long shot. If he had let her drop, he might have had a chance, but with her added weight they were both doomed. She made a silent apology a split second before they slammed into the far wall with jarring force.

Grunting with the impact, she waited for the moment when inertia would release them and they would hurtle to the raging sea of molten rock below. If they were lucky, they would strike a spur of rock hard enough to render them senseless or kill them outright. Better that than a straight drop to the fires below, hot enough to dissolve the flesh from their bones before melting their bones as well. In a few minutes, no trace would remain to indicate that two humans had ever walked across this hell world. And yet, somehow, the moment never came. Inertia never let go.

They hung suspended from the cliff face.

Beneath them, the falling spire shattered against its thicker, stubby base, breaking into several massive pieces that struck the river of lava with such force that, for a few seconds, eruptions of magma lapped upward like hungry tongues anticipating two human morsels.

Liana glanced up past Barrett’s body and saw his right arm extended, his fierce grip wrapped around the hilt of the sword. He’d wedged the side of the long blade deep into a narrow crevice in the dark rock. The sword served as a makeshift piton for two impromptu rock climbers in hell.

“Oh, God, Barrett,” she said tremulously, “I thought we were finished.”

“I noticed.”

“What?”

“You have an impressive set of lungs.”

Embarrassed, she cleared her throat and said, “My, um, battle cry.”

“Oh! Well, in the future, consider adding more unbridled rage and a little less stark fear.”

“Thanks, I’ll, uh, keep that in mi—”

“Oh, crap!”

She didn’t have to ask. As she stared up at him, dirt and pebbles trickled down in a fine spray from the crack in which his sword was pinned. Much like the rest of the barren landscape, the rock face around the embedded blade was crumbling.

“There’s a narrow lip of rock up here,” Barrett said. “I’ll lift you to it.”

“How narrow?”

“Too narrow to sit or stand.”

“Will I be able to teeter?”

“Nope.”

“No sitting, standing or teetering? What’s left?”

“Hanging.”

“Like from a noose?”

“Like from a trapeze, but without the swinging,” Barrett said. “When you were a little girl, you probably fantasized about joining the circus, right?”

“Not even once.”

“Too bad,” he said as he hauled her upward. “You’re slipping! Use your other hand!”

Liana reached up with her free hand and covered Barrett’s left with it, sandwiching his hand between hers to keep her fingers from slipping from his grasp. His forearm and bicep strained, muscles bunching, as he hoisted her higher with the strength of one arm. The tendons in his neck were prominent as sweat streamed off his face.

“See the handhold?”

She nodded.

“Grab it!”

He hadn’t been kidding. The lip of rock was a foot wide but no more than two inches deep. She transferred one hand, fingers already cramping on the hard narrow surface, and then she reached and grabbed hold with her other hand the instant he released it. A new wave of panic sluiced through her veins. The muscles in her arms quivered with strain. She had a minute—two at most—before sheer exhaustion overwhelmed her. “Can’t—hang on!”

“Yes you can.”

“I’m not as strong as you!”

“Use your feet.”

“Right,” she said. Her feet scrabbled for purchase beneath her, but her struggling increased the strain on her arms. If she couldn’t find—

Her left foot slipped into a wedge-shaped hole, taking some pressure off her arms while her right foot poked and prodded the rock face in search of a hold. In a few moments, she found a chunk of rock protruding from the mostly sheer wall and placed the sole of her right foot on it. She breathed deeply, calming herself. “Now what? Can’t hang here indefinitely.”

“Look up.”

She saw the faint glimmer of her light sphere hovering overhead. It was pulsing slowly, just about to wink out and cast them into darkness lit only by the roiling lava below. “Not exactly the light at the end of the tunnel.”

“Not the light,” he said. “The surface.”

“What about it?”

“We’re only ten feet below the surface.”

“Ha!” she said in resignation. “Too bad the elevator is out of service. Might as well be ten stories.” When Barrett chuckled, she said, “What’s so funny?”

“The landscape is finally working to our advantage and you’re giving up?”

“What—?”

Instead of explaining, Barrett found a handhold for his left hand, secured his weight, then pried his sword from the disintegrating crevice. He reached up and jabbed the point against the cliff wall. Stone should have trumped forged metal, but the sword tip gouged into the rock and popped several chunks free. He was using the stone’s sudden and unnatural weakness to create new handholds above him. A few moments later, he worked his way closer to Liana, so that she could avail herself of the same divots in the rock wall. Abruptly, larger sections of the wall came loose, falling to the lava far below. He urged her upward, ahead of him. “It’s collapsing. Hurry!”

A massive slab of rock detached itself from beneath Barrett’s left foot, calving like an iceberg in warm waters. He swung crazily from a single handhold which then began to disintegrate under his pendulous weight. Liana made it over the lip to the surface, spun around, and offered her hand. “Here!”

The handhold crumbled away like wet sand through his fingers.

He dropped—

Liana screamed—

Barrett’s fingers pressed against the rock, sliding across the cracked surface, creating friction, though not nearly enough to slow his descent. That wasn’t his intent. He fell less than a yard before his fingers wedged into a crack and supported him. Tucking his sword through the back of his belt, Barrett used both hands and feet to seek and find even the smallest crevices and the most insignificant hand- and toeholds. Before his weight settled on any one point, he shifted to the next, a continual rock climbing motion depending more on faith and speed than on the quality of the cliff face. Cracks and fault lines followed his progress but never caught him. He scrambled sideways at first, but gradually worked his way upward, reaching the surface about twenty feet away from Liana. 

She scrambled to her feet, ran to him, and hugged him so fiercely on his unsteady legs she almost knocked them both into the fiery chasm. “Thank you! Thank you, Barrett! I owe you my life. I gave up, but you never did. Not for one single moment.”

“It’s not over,” Barrett said. “We need to keep moving.”

“Right,” she said, swiping grateful tears from her eyes. “Of course.”

Barrett took her hand and they scampered across the treacherous ground. He seemed to sense an impending misstep an instant before it happened. When he was in dangerous situations, a dash of precognition augmented his meta-human reflexes, possibly induced by the sudden rise in adrenaline. An innate early warning system, if he could move fast enough to take advantage of it. Liana lost count of the number of times he yanked her back from footing that was sound one moment, treacherous the next. Crevices and sinkholes appeared randomly and with unnerving frequency. Barrett ran in a zigzag stutter step, faster than a jog but slower than a sprint. Because Liana couldn’t predict each change in direction, she collided against him more often than not. Presently, she began to trust his instincts more than her own senses, keeping her eyes on his movements rather than on the dark ground in front of her.

A rhythmic booming rose above the tortured cacophony of hissing steam, and crackling, crumbling rock. At first they ignored the sound, assuming it was caused by the disintegrating landscape or the rush of surging lava. Then Liana chanced a look behind them and gasped. “Company. Gaining fast.”

“How is that possible?”

At the risk of sending him face first into a sinkhole, she grabbed his jaw and swung his head around. “Sweet Jesus! That must be—”

“Carnifex,” Liana said grimly. 

There could be no doubt. His heedless stride and singular method of locomotion marked him as literal master of this hellish domain. Though he was almost two hundred feet away and cloaked in the shadows of his world, Liana realized he was massive, perhaps ten feet tall with arms and legs as thick as a man’s torso. He was clad in patchwork leather, with metal plating banded to his shoulders, elbows and knees, and heavy black boots which created the thunderous sound of his progress. Held in his left hand was a crude, double-headed battle-axe as long as Barrett was tall. His prodigious weight should have sent him through the treacherous ground to the lava below like a cannonball dropped in a vat of cottage cheese. Yet incredibly the crumbling ground regained solidity just ahead of him, rising up to meet each gargantuan footfall, holding its shape and retaining its strength until he stepped away, then crumbling once more. No matter his pace or direction, the ground recognized, welcomed, and supported him—even when he spotted Liana and Barrett and veered toward them, breaking into a loping run.

“Run!” she cried, tugging Barrett’s arm.

“Can’t outrun that,” Barrett said. “We make our stand here.”

“But—”

“I won’t be cut down from behind,” Barrett said with grim conviction. “Take shelter if you can find it. Any tricks up your sleeve, now would be a good time.”

Carnifex was less than a hundred feet from them, close enough that the gruesome details of his garb came into focus.

“Oh, my God, his leather, it’s…”

“People,” Barrett said, nodding.

The flesh of numerous faces, some but not all of them human, were stretched across his torso and limbs, tanned skin crudely sewn together in an approximation of clothing. An assortment of bones, many identifiably human, a few of them human skulls, rattled against his chest, a breastplate fashioned in an abattoir.

When he was within fifty feet of them, Liana made out details of his wide, flattened head, bracketed by two corkscrewed horns pointing forward at asymmetric angles. A half dozen eyes of various sizes spotted his forehead, a few of them milky white and apparently blind; three vertical but uneven nostril slits flared with his exertion; and his long, ragged mouth was a hideous display of mismatched teeth and fangs pointing in every direction. The sound of his excited breathing reached them: heavy, wet, and throaty, accompanied by a steady spray of thick saliva.

“Look,” Barrett said. “His abdomen.”

Liana had a hard time pulling her gaze away from the frightening visage rushing toward them long enough to see— “Proto-flesh,” she said incredulously. “His abdomen is unformed.”

Carnifex’s skin was exposed there, a gray viscous surface that roiled and rippled with shapes half protruding before slipping beneath the surface again. Proto-flesh was not vital and explained how Carnifex could send tentacles of himself through rifts without fear of suffering damage to his formed physical being. Losing those tentacles was no more harmful to Carnifex than a human having hair cut or fingernails clipped. At no personal risk, Carnifex had nonetheless used those proto-tentacles to probe their world and murder dozens of people. As Barrett had guessed earlier, the so-called Reaper of Flesh had been committing blind, cowardly acts of murder. Liana began to wonder if the apparent random killing spree had a purpose far more sinister than wanton destruction. But she only had moments to entertain such thoughts before Carnifex was upon them.

Barrett was crouched in a battle stance, brandishing his sword. If he was afraid—How can he not be terrified?—he wasn’t showing it in his body language. Nevertheless, he looked like a child before an onrushing bull.

Liana took partial shelter behind an oblong boulder, desperately trying to come up with a spell to even the astronomical odds stacked against them. Light, cold, heat, sound, movement? She shook her head to clear the panicked litany of useless ideas. Nothing in her magical arsenal seemed up to the task.

Carnifex roared and swung his battle-axe in a two-handed grip.

Anticipating the whistling arc of the curved axe head, which was at decapitation height, Barrett ducked out of range. Darting forward, he drove the tip of his sword into Carnifex’s heavily muscled right thigh, eliciting a howl of pain and outrage from the demon. Barrett dropped and rolled to the left to avoid the backswing of the battle-axe, springing to his feet an instant later.

“First blood, Carnifex, old buddy,” Barrett said. “And I know that one hurt.”

Liana couldn’t believe the gleam of excitement in Barrett’s eyes. God, he’s enjoying this!

He sidestepped an overhead log-splitting blow from the axe that cleaved the ground where he’d stood a moment ago. Leaping forward, he tried to cut into Carnifex’s hamstring with a backhand sweep of his sword, but in his haste, he misjudged the placement of the blow. The edge of the blade clanged off the metal plating strapped around the demon’s knee.

Without turning, Carnifex swung his massive elbow around, aiming for Barrett’s head.

Barrett saw the attack too late to completely avoid it. Lightning-fast reflexes saved his life, but even a glancing blow from that demonic arm was powerful enough to send him sprawling in a daze. Carnifex raised a boot to crush Barrett like an overturned beetle.

Liana had been waiting with a simple spell to provide a momentary distraction for Barrett at a critical moment in the battle. Having traced a few patterns on her forearms, she shouted, “Luminos — FULGOS!”

Usually, the harsh realm of the hell world was oppressive in its suffocating darkness. But in that instant, blinding light created a temporary whiteout, as if a thousand flashbulbs had fired simultaneously. Lying on the ground, Barrett’s back was to Liana as she cast the light spell. Carnifex was not so fortunate. When she’d shouted the spell command, he’d turned to face her, as she knew he would, and his numerous eyes were wide with surprise as the light erupted across the stark plane. Never had the effect of that particular spell been so powerful for her. Maybe her desperation gave the command extra magical oomph, but her brief experience in the hell world taught her that magic was much more responsive here, apparently even when wielded against its master.

Surrendering to the darkness, the light faded almost instantly, but it had served its purpose.

Carnifex staggered blindly backward as Barrett scrambled to his feet and out of harm’s way—but only for a moment. He wasted no time pressing his attack, slashing and jabbing with his sword as Carnifex held his battle-axe in both hands and struggled to block strikes he could not see.

Liana began to entertain hope that Barrett’s temporary advantage, combined with his superior speed and meta-human reflexes, could turn the tide of the battle in his favor long enough to land a killing blow. She should have known better. They had come to a hell world after all. And hope could not long survive in hell.

Barrett must have known Carnifex’s blindness was temporary and that the blows he’d landed thus far had produced nothing more than a series of superficial wounds. To inflict a mortal wound he would have to aim high. The breastplate of bones shielded the demon’s chest, and his broad head was almost out of reach, so Barrett chose the next best target—Carnifex’s thick neck. If his sword cut deep enough, he might even sever the demon’s spinal column. Leaping with his right arm extended, he drove the sword tip toward the slight hollow in the center of Carnifex’s throat.

Then tragedy struck.


Chapter 47

The demon lord had many names, all of them earned through inflicted terror. In his own guttural tongue, he was known as Urgh’uh’Dohth, which roughly translated as “Walking Death” or “Death Has Come.” On the human world, he had several names, including Lacerator, Render, and Carnifex, the Reaper of Flesh. With domination of the human world once again his goal, he would don his human name, like a new tunic of vanquished flesh. Humans were soft and short-lived but also plentiful. His appetite for destruction would be satisfied for centuries to come. Best of all, their terror would be fresh. Many human generations had passed since his last successful incursion. None alive would remember him and the fear he had wrought in their world. But soon none alive would ever forget him. For the rest of their meager lives, they would exist in fear of the moment his path crossed theirs. And the time was almost at hand. The sacrifices were complete, the blood price paid. He would step into their world again soon.

First, though, he had to handle a minor nuisance. Those of the old human line had detected his plan, had interfered with his raids, and, finally, had followed him to his own world. Two of them were hardly worth his notice. Once before the old line had repelled him, but then they had sent two score against him and lost half that number before the battle’s end. And that had been on the human world. But now, to field two against the dreaded might of Urgh’uh’Dohth in his own land, their numbers must be severely depleted. Either that or they were fools.

He had treated them with the contempt they deserved, sending lesser, weak-minded creatures to do his bidding. After those assaults had failed, Carnifex—the name by which they would know him—decided to settle the matter himself.

Once he ripped the flesh from their bones, he could turn his full attention to widening the portal to their overripe world. With the blood price paid, he would need only a few of their hours to create the portal. Soon he would have the exact time and location he needed to pay the second blood price, to secure his foothold and ensure his dominion over them.

Leaving his cavernous lair, he crossed the barren plane at a swift pace, sensing their otherness, the allure of their life essence, and with each step his ravenous appetite grew. He began to hope they would survive the betraying ground and consuming lava. But not enough to interfere. He wanted them to continue to struggle, for every step, and every breath, until their fear reached maddening levels.

Long before he spied them, he smelled their human fear and, unconsciously, his pace quickened. At last they noticed his approach and stopped, turning to face him.

One of them, a female judging by her garb, hid behind a rock while the other one stood his ground, in a warrior’s stance, ready to fight. That one would die first, and never hear the female’s screams. Carnifex attacked without hesitation, aiming to slice the male’s head from his body—and missed!

The human warrior was unnaturally quick for his kind, dexterous enough to avoid Carnifex’s axe, and adept enough with the sword to penetrate his defenses and draw blood. The wound burned worse than its depth should have allowed. Another surprise! Not only was the human warrior much faster than Carnifex had expected, he was armed with an otherworld blade. 

Carnifex’s continued exposure to the human-world portal had rendered him virtually impervious to weapons made of that world. But magic and weapons wrought of materials from other worlds could cause him serious or lasting damage. Even on Urgh’uh’Dohth’s home world! He should have expected such a tactic from one of the old line. A painful oversight, perhaps, but not a fatal one.

Naturally, the battle soon turned in Carnifex’s favor. With the human prone on the ground, Carnifex turned to crush him underfoot. But the female surprised him. She was a spell-caster. He should have guessed. If not a warrior, a spell-caster. Another mistake. Her magical burst of light robbed his vision. The warrior harried him with blow after burning blow, and Carnifex held him at bay as much as possible, waiting for his eyes to clear.

Blurred vision returned just as the human warrior prepared to attempt a killing strike. The human jumped straight up, aiming the point of his sword at Carnifex’s throat in a desperate maneuver that exposed his own torso. If the blindness had lingered a moment longer, the human might have inflicted serious damage. Unfortunately for the human, Carnifex was ready for the attack. He raised the battle-axe, which he’d been holding defensively in a crosswise position, up and out to block the sword. At the same moment, he formed a clawed tentacle in his proto-flesh and lashed out with it, sinking newly formed pincers into the human’s chest and cracking several ribs.

The human screamed and swung his sword in a downward arc fast enough to lop off the tentacle before Carnifex could rip the beating heart from his chest. Falling to his back, the warrior howled in pain, rolled into a kneeling position and ripped the severed tentacle free of his chest.

Carnifex reabsorbed the stump of proto-flesh and stepped forward, brandishing his battle-axe in one hand now. The injured warrior grimaced in pain. He stood and staggered backward. The fight had not gone entirely from him, but it leaked away with his life’s blood. Carnifex rushed forward. The man’s sword arm came around in a wide arc, gaining momentum for a strong blow to Carnifex’s left arm. Carnifex surprised him by swinging the battle-axe upward from down low. The curved blade sliced into the man’s arm where it joined the shoulder—and lopped off the entire limb!

The female spell-caster screamed in a delightful combination of horror and fear. Obviously she sensed her own doom approaching. And she was not wrong.

The human warrior groaned in agony, his face white with pain and shock, his eyes wide in disbelief.

“You are a fool to believe this could have ended differently, human,” Carnifex said in a booming voice. “I am Urgh’uh’Dohth, a lord of this domain!”

Shaking his head in denial, the defeated warrior pressed his left hand against the bleeding stump and staggered sideways as if the missing weight of the severed appendage cost him his balance. Each step brought him closer to the female spell-caster’s position behind the boulder. If he could not protect himself with two arms, how could he hope to protect her with one? And without a weapon!

To stoke their fear, in prelude to what would come next, Carnifex plucked the severed arm off the ground, smiling in hideously snaggletoothed delight as the otherworld sword fell from the useless hand. He raised the grimy arm to his broad mouth and ripped into the raw flesh with gusto. “You’ve succeeded in one thing, human,” Carnifex said, spewing bits of gore with each word, “whetting my appetite!” He roared with laughter.

Seemingly unperturbed by watching a demon lord eat of his flesh, the human darted forward, snatched the fallen sword from the ground with his remaining hand, and returned to his position beside the female.

Carnifex had no fear of a bit of useless bravado. The human’s face was ashen. Blood leaked from the pincer wounds in his chest, and ran freely from the shoulder stump, soaking his right side. His strength would pour out of him as quickly. Defeated, even if he refused to acknowledge it. 

Carnifex flung the half-eaten arm beyond them, into the nearest crevasse, to be absorbed into the river of lava deep below. “Enjoy your shiny prize while you can. Soon I will butcher you with that otherworld weapon.”

“Dream on, asshole!”

Carnifex laughed. “No. First I will butcher the female, while you watch. Then it will be your turn to suffer my wrath.” The demon lord glanced at the female, seeking the light of heightened fear in her eyes, but in that he was disappointed. Her face was blank. In shock, he assumed. Not even looking at him. With her forearms raised in a feeble semblance of self-protection, she simply stared into space. Sometimes their minds switched off like that. Couldn’t be helped. Regardless of her mental capacity, he would butcher her first, if only to watch the fallen warrior’s expression of dread and dismay. A small feast, true, but satisfying enough to sustain him until the portal opening. He took two thunderous steps forward—

—the woman screamed, but not at his approach.

With a screeching sound of protest, the betraying ground ripped open, forming an instant fissure beneath the humans’ feet, like a hungry maw spreading wide to gobble their flesh in one quick bite. The spell-caster managed to grab the injured warrior, but they both tumbled down the chasm, their bodies colliding with spurs of rock and spinning end over end until they splashed into the winding river of lava far below.

Carnifex grunted his displeasure. He’d had no more than a taste of flesh, one satisfying stroke of destruction. Hardly the meal anticipated mere moments ago, but he would not mourn too long. In hours he would have a feast beyond anything he had ever imagined, served on a platter and enjoyed without interruption.

Placing the shaft of his battle-axe over his shoulder, he turned away from the humans’ fiery grave and lumbered across his barren land, occupying his mind with visions of their bountiful world and the coming harvest of fear.


Chapter 48

After a fitful night of disturbing dreams interspersed with tossing and turning, Logan rose, showered, and dressed in a short sleeved canary yellow cotton shirt, jeans and Timberlands. He stood by his end table, picked up the red-handled dagger in its black scabbard, and examined it for a moment. Mostly flat, for balance. No fancy scrollwork or embedded gems. Unremarkable in every way except one that mattered most to Walker warriors: its composition. He never considered himself a warrior. Gideon admitted that Logan needed training. But desperate times had met desperate measures. Though he felt a bit foolish, he looped his belt through the scabbard’s buckle, slid the dagger home, and fastened the cross guard snap to hold it in place. As far as his supernatural sense was concerned, today was just another day. But after the events of yesterday, common sense told him to expect the worst.

The family, along with Chief Grainger, had discussed the incident on Kings Highway and its possible ramifications well into the early morning hours. Gideon, Ambrose, and Grainger had done most of the talking. They had dropped Fallon off at her house before returning home. Thalia, exhausted after her rift hunting collapse, had fought to sit upright in one of the leather wingchairs, yawning continually, until Ambrose insisted she get some sleep. Lacking the energy to muster a respectable protest, she had waved goodnight to the others and left for her room.  And, finally, Logan had been too depressed and riddled with guilt—about dragging Fallon into the madness that was his family’s life—to offer much substance to the animated conversation. As usual, his psychic warning had come too late and had been too vague to avert disaster. He consoled himself with the thought that the night could have been worse and that maybe next time Gideon would listen to him. For someone who relied on preternatural reflexes, Gideon was certainly reluctant to trust somebody else’s instincts. Maybe Gideon saw him as a kid, an inexperienced Walker. If so, then why entrust him with the dagger? Gideon had been eager to rejoin the battle and refused to let anything stand in his way. Logan imagined he was more worried about Barrett than he chose to admit. But Logan couldn’t help wonder if there was more to Gideon’s actions than he perceived. Barrett blamed himself for Gideon’s injury and acted as if he needed to prove himself in battle, but Gideon had no reason to feel inadequate.

Logan walked down the hall to check on Thalia, his stride feeling more purposeful in the Timberlands. He wasn’t sure why he’d chosen boots over sneakers, certainly not for greater comfort, stealth or speed, but the decision felt right. And Walkers tried not to engage in second guessing.

He knocked on the doorjamb, but Thalia was awake, lying in Liana’s bed and wearing the same clothes she’d had on the day before. She sat up, rubbed her eyes, then seemed to notice her rumpled attire and frowned. “Guess I was too tired to change,” she said, finger combing her long blond hair away from her face. “Not that I slept all that well.”

“Same here,” Logan said. “Hard to rest when…”

She patted the bed beside her. “Come. Sit. Talk.”

He plopped down beside her, elbows on his knees, chin in his hands. “I always feel helpless,” he said. “But never as much as now.”

“Logan,” she said gently. “Sometimes we all feel that way.”

“It’s different for you,” he said. “You’re a sorceress. Gideon’s a warrior. I’m a… what? A trouble compass.”

“We do what we can do, Logan,” Thalia said. “I failed last night. And Gideon had nothing to fight. At least you warned me before…”

“Before what?”

Thalia looked at him and he saw fear in her hazel eyes. She clasped her hands between her knees, but he saw them trembling. “I think you saved me. Possibly Fallon as well.”

“I was too late,” Logan said. “And Gideon stopped me from interfering.”

“I remember hearing your voice,” Thalia said with conviction. “Until that moment I hadn’t sensed the malevolence, but it was there. Waiting. Like a bear trap. But I heard you, your voice penetrating my trance. At that last moment, I was able to shield myself from the worst of it.” She wrapped her arm around his shoulders, pulled him toward her into a sideways hug. “You never give yourself enough credit.”

“Thanks.”

“We need you, Logan. Someday you’ll prove that to your own satisfaction.”

He smiled. “You think so?”

“Don’t be so happy about that,” she said. “When that day comes, your life and the lives of others will probably hang in the balance.”

“You’re just being melodramatic.”

“On a good day our lives are melodrama,” she said. “On the bad days…” She left the thought incomplete, but punctuated it with a shudder. “I’d better take a shower. Feel wrapped in cobwebs today.”

She slapped her knees, stood, and walked to the doorway as if her legs ached from the effort. Sighing, she ran a hand through her tangled hair, and again Logan noticed the trembling. “It’s weird,” she said softly. “Not a drop to drink last night but I feel hung-over.”

“Punch drunk.”

“That’s me,” she said, smiling, “psychic punching bag.”

“Run the water hot,” he said. “It’ll work out the kinks.”

“Right,” she said, taking a step into the hall before pausing to turn back. “She’s gone, right?”

For a moment, Logan thought she was referring to Liana, as if the crisis of two missing Walkers had almost slipped her mind. But then he realized who she was talking about and felt a rush of relief. Where his oldest sister was concerned, he was seeing danger signs everywhere. Get a grip, he told himself. “Fallon, yes, she’s gone,” he said. “We dropped her off at home last night.”

“I could tell,” Thalia said. “That she wasn’t here.”

“Oh?”

Thalia nodded thoughtfully. “When she’s close, I sense it. But now there’s just this…void. Strange, right?”

“Nothing strange in this family. Or everything. Depending on your point of view.”

She chuckled. “How could I forget?” Crossing her arms under her breasts, she arched her back and stretched her neck from side to side. Then she heaved a sigh. 

“Something wrong, Thalia?”

“She’s okay, right? Fallon, I mean. Because, I don’t really remember what happened after the trap sprung, or during the ride home. I was in some kind of daze until… I remember sitting in Ambrose’s office feeling extravagantly tired.”

“Everything was rushed after you and Fallon fell,” Logan said. “Fallon was tired—wiped out actually. Sure she’ll have a few bruises today. Otherwise, okay, I think. Grainger wanted to take you both to the hospital, but you talked him out of it.”

“I did?”

“You and Fallon. Both refused to go.”

“Not a big fan of hospitals.”

“Apparently neither is Fallon.”

“Good,” Thalia said, nodding. “Good that she’s okay. That we’re both okay. Could have been worse, right?”

“We’re alive, so yeah, definitely could have been worse.”

Thalia rubbed her arm as if for warmth. “I owe her a lot,” she said. “She brought me back. She’s special.”

“Yeah,” Logan said, grinning a little foolishly, but he couldn’t help it. “She is.”

“Don’t let that one get away.”

“Not if I have any say in the matter.”

Thalia walked down the hall shaking her head. “It’s like I said, Logan.”

“What?” he called after her.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit.”

Logan passed the dark war room with its humming computers and large Hadenford map, descended the stairs with a spring in his step, and followed the sounds of conversation to Ambrose’s office. He knocked once on the partially open door, then slipped inside. The old man sat behind his desk, examining tattered sheets of dark parchment encased in what were probably acid free plastic sheet protectors. Sheets so old Logan doubted Ambrose had ever scanned them into the Walker database. Gideon stood on the other side of the desk, knuckles braced against its surface as he too glanced over the ancient Walker records.

“Good morning, Logan,” Ambrose said absently. He met Logan’s gaze for a moment, long enough for Logan to see the abundance of red in his eyes and the deep pouches under them.

“Good morning,” Logan said. “Have you slept at all?”

“I’ll nap later,” Ambrose said. “Understanding these pages must come before sleep.”

Gideon looked at Logan and frowned slightly. “What are you so happy about?”

“Oh, nothing,” Logan said. “New morning, fresh start kinda feeling.”

Gideon arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

Logan shrugged, and dropped into the wingchair nearest the desk. “So what are these records? They look old. Carbon dating old.”

“Quite so. And they tell a tale even older. They are fourth or fifth generation transcripts of oral records dating back over two thousand years.” He shook his head and chuckled. “Well before my time.”

“They’re copies?”

Ambrose nodded. “Our oldest information comes from transcripts of oral records. Millennia ago, Walkers passed down oral histories of our battles from one generation to the next. At some point, an industrious Walker—a scholar or cleric perhaps—committed these oral records to parchment. And whenever the written accounts were in danger of deteriorating beyond usefulness—”

“Before they crumbled to dust, in other words,” Gideon said.

“—another Walker, sometimes generations later, transcribed them. The process was repeated as needed.”

“And we have all those records?”

“Not all, certainly,” Ambrose said. “Some were lost in floods, fires, and wars. But many have survived. I had come across mentions of Carnifex in some of the Walker journals, but those were scholarly mentions, for the most part. Some of the entries almost have the flavor of legends and myths.”

“But now we know better,” Logan said.

“Quite right,” Ambrose said. “I spent the night digging into the oldest archives, boxes that haven’t been unpacked in several moves!” Logan wasn’t surprised. After so many relocations, he’d grown weary of unpacking his scant few boxes of personal items, so he could imagine the daunting task Ambrose faced with each change of address. In addition, Ambrose refused to let anyone else handle the ancient records. He blamed ‘an old man’s superstition’ but whatever the cause, he guarded those boxes jealously. “And that’s how I came across these pages. No real organization. I simply began to look for references to this particular demon and his particular hell dimension.”

“How bad is it?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Ambrose said, “Cautionary.”

“Is that the politically correct way of saying ‘we’re screwed’?”

“Not at all! Carnifex was driven back into his dimension. The rift was sealed. A successful outcome.”

“He’s leaving out a minor detail,” Gideon said.

“What?” Logan asked. The dread he felt at that moment was purely of the common sense variety. “What minor detail?”

“Yes, the Walkers won, but there were twenty-two of them.”

“Quantity is not indicative of quality,” Ambrose said, maintaining a glass-half-full approach to the conversation.

“In that battle, thirteen Walkers died.”

“Ah, but nine survived,” Ambrose countered.

“And so did Carnifex,” Gideon muttered to Logan.

Ambrose stood abruptly. “This discovery necessitates a change in plans, Logan. Until we have a chance to digest this new information, it would be unwise to attempt a preemptive strike against an enemy as powerful as Carnifex. These pages may contain valuable information regarding vulnerabilities, battle tendencies, and so on. Thirteen Walkers died to gain this information. We ignore it at our own peril, and those Walkers will have died in vain.”

Logan looked at Gideon, “You agree?”

Gideon nodded. “Know your enemy.”

“I will translate the relevant information,” Ambrose said. “You should take some time away. Clear your head.”

“Like a walk in the park?” Logan asked skeptically.

“Your choice,” Ambrose said, smiling and nodding.

“Take your cell phone, Logan,” Gideon said. “We’ll call when we need you.”

“O-kay,” Logan said, a bit perplexed but willing to play along. But rather than a walk in the park, he had something else in mind. He grabbed the keys to Liana’s white conversion van and left the house. “Happy translating!” he called back over his shoulder as he pulled the door closed.

His first thought was that they were trying to get rid of him for some reason. Since he hadn’t screwed up lately, he didn’t believe his suggested departure was merit based. Of course, Ambrose had said “clear your head” which could have been a not so subtle way of suggesting that Logan put his dousing ability on automatic pilot. Maybe he thought I was trying too hard last night, Logan thought. Then another idea occurred to him. The pages Ambrose was translating told a horrific tale. If Carnifex had killed thirteen Walkers, that was a given. Ambrose and Gideon would need to review all those gruesome details, after which they would distill the relevant information for Logan and Thalia. If that was the reason for shoving him out the door, Logan considered it a wasted effort. He had witnessed enough violence and destruction that his imagination was more than capable of filling in the gory little details. Not that he was complaining. Their overprotective nature gave him an excuse to take the short drive to Fallon’s house. He wanted to talk to her on neutral ground, away from the charged atmosphere of Walker Manor.

As he pulled up to the curb outside her red brick house, she was climbing out of the driver’s seat of the rusty old blue Ford pickup. She wore a clingy, white top with neon green piping around the V-neck and quarter sleeves, and baggy green cargo pants over hiking boots.

Logan slipped the sheathed dagger into his jeans pocket, taking a moment to adjust his shirttail to cover the exposed portion of the scabbard. Then he walked toward her, pausing as she circled around to the passenger side. “Got a few minutes?” he asked.

“Sure. Help me unload first.” She reached into the passenger side of the pickup and plucked out white plastic bags. Looking over her shoulder, Logan spotted a dozen more. “You caught me grocery shopping.”

“You’re up early.”

“Slept like a log until about six in the morning,” she said. “Then I couldn’t get back to sleep. Felt wired.” She shrugged. “Figured I’d get something done. Cleaned the house, filled out the grocery list, and… well, here we are.”

Logan indicated her forehead, near her hairline. “You have a scrape.”

“From kissing the pavement last night,” she said wryly and shrugged again. “No big. So, what’s up?”

“Look, I’m sorry about last—”

“Grab some bags by way of apology,” she said. “Save me a trip or two.”

He reached around her and grabbed several bags.

She led the way into the house. “You came to apologize?”

“Partly,” he said. “And we didn’t really get to talk after the incident, so I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Aside from a sore hip and a scrape on my forehead, I’m dandy.”  With her hands full, she struggled a moment with the doorknob, but opened it on her third attempt. “No need to worry. How’s Thalia?”

“A little worse for wear,” he said. “No permanent harm.”

“What about the darkness?”

“She seems a little… ragged around the edges. Jittery.”

“Might be from last night,” she said, nodding slowly, almost as if she wanted to convince herself that was true.

“Anyway, I’m glad you feel fine, all things considered. I guess I was worried because of the unusual nature of the injuries.”

“I bumped into something and fell. Not so unusual. Clumsy, maybe, but not unusual.” She walked into the kitchen and placed the bags on the table, indicating for him to do the same. “One more trip should do it.”

As they walked back to the pickup, Logan pressed the issue. “I was referring to your connection to Thalia when the attack occurred. Did you sense anything?”

Fallon stopped abruptly; Logan almost ran into her. “She believes she was attacked?”

“Yes.”

“Interesting,” Fallon said before she resumed walking. “Suppose it’s possible. Whatever it was, I got it secondhand. Like an electric jolt, but without electricity. Suppose it was some kind of psychic shock. But I didn’t sense any kind of presence, if that’s what you mean.”

They each grabbed two bags. Fallon bumped her hip against the door to close it, then winced in pain. “Ouch! That’s the sore hip.”

“I was wondering,” Logan said hesitantly, “if the attack—assuming it was an attack—was part of the darkness you sensed in Thalia earlier.”

Fallon stopped again. “Ah! You think maybe the darkness interfered.”

“Maybe,” Logan said. “Thalia thinks she sprung a trap. I started wondering about the origin of the trap.”

“Interesting theory,” Fallon said and led the way back to the kitchen. “But it doesn’t change anything. I mean, we know the darkness inside her is malevolent and it’s not passive. Right?” 

Logan nodded, but with a frown creasing his forehead. They emptied the grocery bags in silence. Fallon sorted the contents onto shelves in the cupboards and refrigerator. Logan concentrated on frozen goods, figuring there was only one place to store them. “It does matter, though,” he said. 

With everything packed away, she opened the refrigerator door one last time and removed two cans. “Diet Coke?” He nodded and took the offered can. They sat opposite each other at the kitchen table. After her first sip, she said, “How so?”

“If something on the other side of the rift set the trap,” Logan said. “It blocks all of us. But if the darkness inside Thalia stopped her from accessing the rift, the trap only affects her.”

“But she’s your only magic user, right? She’s the key.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Who—wait—you?”

“Not necessarily.”

“You keep saying that. What’s it mean?”

“I don’t know any spells to open a rift,” Logan said quickly. “But I…sometimes my dousing ability allows me to find a rift. One theory is that they are always there, but inaccessible unless you have the right spell—or key, as you say. Or the ability to perceive what most people can’t.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“In my family’s business, what isn’t?”

She quirked a grin. “That reminds me,” she said. “I forgot something.”

“What’s that?”

She walked around to his side of the table, stood beside his chair, and indicated with a curled index finger that he should rise. He complied, raising his eyebrows curiously. “I forgot to thank you.”

“For what?”

“For saving me last night,” she said. “I heard you shout that warning.”

“Well, Thalia thinks I may have helped.”

“She does?”

“Said I saved her.” He spoke with an attempt at modesty, an effect spoiled by the grin he couldn’t keep off his face.

“You see? And by extension, you saved me.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I haven’t thanked you yet, brave sir,” she said mischievously.

“But I thought—?”

“You wanted to know if I was all right,” Fallon said, drawing closer with each word she uttered. “Naturally I should check to make sure I haven’t broken anything.”

“Broken?” Logan said softly. He was trying not to become mesmerized by her jade green eyes again but wondered why he was putting up a fight.

“I want to make sure this still works,” she said as she ducked in for a kiss.

Logan closed his eyes when their lips met, and he received the full swooping weightless effect, combined with the pleasant tingling that coursed along his skin and he sighed aloud. Fallon placed her palms on either side of his face and moaned with pleasure.

“Works for me,” Logan murmured against her soft lips.

“Better than ever,” Fallon said dreamily. “Could do this all day.”

Careful of her sore hip, Logan slipped his hands around her waist and removed the last vestige of distance between their bodies. As his tongue bumped into hers on a path of exploration, he whispered, “You’re welcome.”

“Not done with the thanking,” she said quickly, sliding her right hand around the nape of his neck to hold him firmly in place. “Hmm? Are you happy to see me, or is that a star-dagger in your pocket.”

“Exceedingly happy,” he said, chuckling against her eager lips, “but also carrying a lethal off-world metal weapon.”

The outside door opened and closed. “Fallon!”

Fallon disengaged, patted her hair, and looked generally flustered. “My father,” she whispered to Logan. She retuned to her side of the table and called, “In the kitchen! With company!”

Logan hastily took his seat and exhibited an inordinate amount of interest in the small print on his diet soda can as Fallon’s father stepped into the kitchen. He was tall, with dark brown, wavy hair in need of a trim, and green eyes that seemed too young for his deeply lined face. Fallon made quick introductions, and mentioned that Logan’s family had bought Wilhelmina Kemper’s house. 

“Good to meet you, sir,” Logan said as they shook hands.

“Same,” Daniel Maguire said, perhaps a bit suspiciously before opening the refrigerator. “Suppose you were studying or something?”

Logan almost took the bait, but clamped his mouth shut when he realized there wasn’t a book in sight.

“Unplanned visit,” Fallon said. “Logan was driving home, saw me bringing in the groceries, and offered to help. I, uh, thanked him with a soda.”

“Uh-huh,” her father said distractedly. Fortunately he was examining the contents of the refrigerator because Logan felt his face burning at her mention of thanking him. “So you went grocery shopping?”

“I left a note.”

“Right. I forgot,” he said. “Pick up any beer? Looks like we’re all out. I put it on the list.”

Fallon frowned. “They card at the liquor store, dad.”

Closing the refrigerator door, he turned to face them, and chuckled at his absentminded mistake. “Right. What was I thinking?”

If anything, Fallon’s frown deepened. She took a swig of her soda.

“But listen,” he said. “I wanted to celebrate, sugarplum.”

With her back to him, she looked at Logan, mouthed the word “sugarplum” and rolled her eyes. Despite the gesture, Logan could tell she was pleased with the term of endearment. “Celebrate what?”

Her father pulled out a chair and sat on it backwards, his crossed arms resting on the back as he faced her, a gleam of excitement in his eyes. “You had the truck, and I decided to get some fresh air, so I took a walk. Guess who I bumped into? Jimmy Burke! Remember him?” Fallon shook her head, but her father continued unperturbed. “Old friend from high school. We lost touch. Anyway, he’s in construction now. Refurbishing an old mansion in Woodbury. Now, nothing’s definite, but it sure looks good.”

Fallon swung around to face him and grabbed his forearm. “You got a job?”

“Said he could probably use me,” her father said, smiling. “Couple months anyway on that project. But who knows? Could turn into a full time thing. On his crew, I mean.”

“That’s great, Dad,” Fallon said, leaning forward to hug him, cheek to cheek. “I’m so happy for you.”

“For us,” he said. “We need this.”

Logan was starting to feel a little awkward for witnessing this intimate family scene. He was a moment or two away from excusing himself, and would have already if the interruption wouldn’t have been equally as awkward. He considered quietly slipping out of the house.

Fallon pulled back and frowned at her father, but it was good-natured. “You’re cheek’s all scruffy. Don’t forget to shave before you go back.”

“I remember how to shave, miss.”

“See that you do,” Fallon said with mock sternness. “Logan and I are going for a drive. I’ll be back in time to cook us a celebratory dinner. Okay?”

“Leaving the pickup here?”

Fallon glanced at Logan. “Sure. We’ll take the van.”

Before they left, Fallon gave her father a quick kiss on the cheek, complete with a second grumble about his stubble, but genuinely congratulating him again on the solid job lead. Out on the front stoop, she said, “I’m so happy for him. That’s the most…involved he’s been since my mother…”

“I’m glad,” Logan said.

She nodded, beaming, and with the ease of contentment, she was stunningly beautiful. “I’m not trying to abduct you or anything,” she said abruptly. “It’s just that after—in the kitchen—I thought maybe we should talk or something, but definitely not with my father around. Do you have time for a drive?”

“Strangely, enough, Ambrose prescribed a drive,” Logan said. “Or a walk in the park.”

“We could drive to the park,” Fallon said, and then pursed her lips as a mischievous glint filled her eyes. “Or we could just drive somewhere and park. Wink, wink. Nudge, nudge.”

“As plans go,” Logan said. “I can’t find fault with it.”

“Didn’t you know?” she said. “Master strategist here.”

“Except…”

“No, no exceptions,” she said and grabbed his hand, then closed her eyes and smiled from the contact high. “Whoopsie! Okay, I’m back. That was a fun little trip, but I’m sure we can do better.” She heaved a sigh and her grin faded. “Business before pleasure.”

“Maybe a drive is just a drive, and a walk in the park is a stroll, but I was wondering if Ambrose secretly hoped my dousing would… find something.”

“Like a rift? Would he want you to face that alone?”

“Gideon told me to take my cell phone.”

“Okay, spoilsport,” Fallon said. “Here’s the deal. We’ll drive around for a while and see if your antenna perks up.”

“It already has,” Logan said and nimbly dodged her playful elbow jab.

“Anyway, if we drive around and you don’t get a signal,” Fallon said. “I want your radio turned to my frequency. But I’d better not hear one pun about fiddling with my knobs.”

“Wouldn’t think of it,” Logan said. “Punning, that is.”



For all her lighthearted banter, Fallon became serious about Logan’s appointed mission once they were inside the van. He drove randomly, letting momentary whim decide if he would turn left, right, or continue straight ahead. After fifteen minutes, he was driving on Kings Highway, but past the scene of the bus accident. He turned onto Route 322 and seemed to be zoning out when Fallon said, “They’re everywhere, aren’t they?”

“What?”

Then he saw she was pointing at the sentinel line of utility polls, each one stapled with a lavender or crimson or turquoise flyer. “Is somebody campaigning?”

“They’re for that Bridget Bane concert at the Renaissance Mall,” Fallon said. “Some radio station is promoting it. Those flyers are all over the school, in store windows, in the gutters. But this is overkill, don’t you think.”

“Renaissance Mall? It’s this way, isn’t it?”

“You’ve never been there?”

“New in town, remember?”

“Right,” Fallon said. “Yep, it’s this way, if you want to go by the back roads and avoid the main highways.”

“Guess that’s where I’m going,” Logan said. “She’s there today, right?” He eased off the accelerator, leaning over the steering wheel in an attempt to read the small print.

“Yes, it’s today,” Fallon said. “Are you a big Bridget Bane fan?”

“Never heard of her.”

“Well, FYI, she has the current number one pop single, debut album has already gone platinum, maybe even double platinum, and she’s all over the TV, morning shows, late shows, late late shows, MTV, VH1, you name it.”

“We should go.”

“It’s gonna be mobbed.”

“I had a feeling.”


Chapter 49

When Logan saw the vast sea of cars surrounding the Renaissance Mall, he began to worry. Rather than circling the sprawling two-story complex several times in hopes of finding a recently vacated parking spot, he drove to the far end of the lot and took a space opposite a Jiffy Lube, part of a neighboring shopping complex that might as well have been called Franchise Row.

Logan’s fears began to escalate. As if the filled-to-capacity parking lot hadn’t disgorged enough potential victims into the mall, an NJ Transit bus pulled up at the main entrance and dropped off another two dozen. Logan hurried across the parking lot.

“Hey! Wait up!”

He slowed until Fallon caught up to him and grabbed his hand. “Making me dizzy on purpose?” he asked, after closing his eyes for a moment to let the swoop and tingle pass through him.

“What’s the rush?”

“I need to get inside,” he said. “I need to know.”

She nodded her understanding. Hand in hand, they ran to the main entrance, pulled open the heavy glass doors, and stepped into the cool wash of industrial air conditioning. Before walking any farther, Logan took out his cell phone and speed dialed the Walker home number.

“What are you doing?” Fallon asked.

“If it happens here, we may not have much warning. I’ll put them on alert.” Ambrose answered the phone. Logan explained in concise fashion how his psychic autopilot had led him to the mall, which in a few minutes would be hosting a live concert to a packed house. “Call Grainger. He may need to get people out of here fast.”

After Logan disconnected, Fallon said. “Now what?”

“We go in,” Logan said. “See if it’s a false alarm.”

On one panel of the triangular mall directory was a large poster announcing Bridget Bane’s appearance. Standing nearby, a flock of excited teenaged girls were debating the relative merits of Ms. Bane’s asymmetrical blond haircut—short and spiky on one side, long and flowing on the other—and her distressed clothing—metallic silver mesh top with a plunging neckline and low-slung black leather pants—both of which sported at least twenty strategically placed rips and holes. Tatter-wear, for the post-apocalyptic casual look. On the poster, Bridget Bane was pushing through futuristic chrome doors embossed with large back-to-back letter Bs. The doors were streaked with grime, the metal pitted, as if from an acid bath, and a lavender smoke haze swirled around Bridget without obscuring her entrance. Despite her confident stride, a single tear glistened on her cheek. Along the bottom of the poster, also in distressed three-dimensional chrome, were the words, World Crashes Down.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Logan asked.

The girls giggled at his public display of ignorance and walked away.

“Title of her album,” Fallon said.

“Let’s hope it’s not prophetic.” Logan checked his watch, and compared the time listed on the poster for the start of the concert. “She’s probably here already.”

As they walked deeper into the mall, Logan realized they had come in through an upper level entrance, close to one of the three department store anchors. Pop music played on hidden speakers but was no match for the collective susurration of crowd noise, the hundreds of overlapping conversations punctuated by the continual and varied march of footfalls, the rustlings of shopping bags, the shrieks of playful children, and the admonitions of overprotective parents.

A wide walkway ran along the perimeter, with the center of the upper level open to overlook the rows of stores and island kiosks below. A series of interconnected skylight panels admitted enough light to keep the potted trees alive and ward off any feelings of claustrophobia. Typical of any moderate to large mall across America, the Renaissance Mall offered multiples specialty stores for every type of purchase: jewelry, books, music, shoes, athletic wear, his and her apparel, restaurants and snack food kiosks, holiday cards, electronics, video games, bath and beauty items. To infer a bit of consumer psychology, the easy access to instant comparison shopping probably led to more sales within the complex, ensuring the overall health of the mall even if one store lost out to in-house competition. The only stores with a relative monopoly in the confines of the mall were the travel agency and hair salon. Logan saw so many sale posters and specials offers and super discounts and window displays that it was hard for him to focus on any one location.

On both sides of the upper level, the lanes became more crowded the closer they walked to the intersection of the three branches of the mall, an area that formed a central access hub with three sets of escalators, a wide switchback staircase, and an elevator for those pushing strollers or confined to wheelchairs. The burgeoning crowd packed itself around the hub’s safety railing, already three rows deep. Logan stood so far back he couldn’t see down to the lower level. The staircase was standing room only, and the escalators were doing a brisk business as some mall patrons continually sought a better vantage point. 

As they searched for a better view, Logan said. “You seem to be… I don’t know, okay with all the Walker strangeness.”

“Sure it’s scary and weird,” Fallon said. “At the same time, it’s a relief to know I’m not alone, that I’m not slipping down some inevitable slope to insanity.” Suddenly she grabbed his hand and tugged him into the elevator.

The back the elevator faced the central hub and, since it was made of smoked glass, provided an excellent view of the courtyard below. A modular, T-shaped black stage stood in the center of the courtyard, buttressed with monstrous black speakers and featuring an unattended drum kit. Adjacent to the stage was a black-draped table with a radio station’s banner wrapped around the front. A middle-aged, goateed deejay, wearing headphones, black clothes and a red silk vest, sat behind the table, fiddling with a microphone and an assortment of blinking electronics. Dozens of red helium-filled balloons imprinted with the radio station’s call letters strained against black ribbons affixed to the corners of the table.

“Few more balloons and that table will float,” Fallon said.

When the elevator door opened, they stayed in the car and rode back up to the second level, jostling for window space with the newcomers, a young couple with a double stroller, four pre-teen boys wearing black death-metal band T-shirts, baggie pants and unlaced sneakers, and a pair of gray-haired ladies in flower print dresses who appeared scandalized by the whole prospect of a concert in the mall. 

Bored security guards attempted to maintain the integrity of a velvet rope aisle which permitted foot traffic to move at the sluggish pace of blood through severely clogged arteries. If the fire marshal were present, he’d be on the verge of an aneurism, but the mall coffers would be overflowing.

After a second round trip, a security guard informed Logan and Fallon of the no loitering policy and ordered them off the elevator. Reluctantly, they exited on the lower level, and Fallon smiled when Logan whispered, “What’s the big deal? The whole mall is loitering.”

Around the courtyard, the crowd was four or five deep, so they edged along the narrow traffic aisle. To the left of the stage was an ornate carousel, currently dormant in deference to the radio station’s musical offerings; to the right was a soft pretzel kiosk doing a brisk business.

Somebody grabbed Fallon and spun her around. “Hey, girl!”

Logan tensed for a moment, but realized the three young women were Fallon’s friends from school. He remembered seeing the garrulous redhead with the pixie haircut and blue eyes in the hallway at school. However, he was unfamiliar with the other two: a tall blonde with spiky hair, heavy brown eye shadow, and a nose ring, in a sleeveless purple midriff-bearing top with low-slung black jeans, and a brunette with a long ponytail, button-down green top, jeans skirt and weighty sandals with plastic straps.

“Sadie?” Fallon said to the redhead. “What are you doing here?”

“Duh? Shopping! My father slipped me a hundred dollar gift card and it was burning a major hole in my purse. He’s clearly ahead of mom on points in the divorce sweepstakes.”

Fallon made introductions, “Logan Walker, this is Sadie Bennett, Kelly Flexer and Julie Young.”

“Ah, the fresh blood,” Sadie said, favoring Logan with a wink.

“I came for the concert,” brunette Julie said.

“Oh, please,” Kelly said, rolling her eyes. “More bubblegum pop.”

“Bridget Bane’s cool,” Julie said. “She plays piano and writes her own songs. Not like some of those inflated airheads.”

“So she has half a brain.”

“You’re just too negative,” Julie said to the angular blonde. “It’s a free concert.” She looked at Logan for support. “Who complains about free stuff?”

Sadie caught Fallon’s upper arm and whispered, “Trotting out the boy toy?”

“It’s not like that, Sadie,” Fallon said, frowning. “We’re friends.”

“She’ll break your heart, kid,” Sadie said to Logan, “but you’ll enjoy the ride.”

“Sadie!” Fallon’s face was burning. “Logan, I am so not like that.” She glared at Sadie who sported a devilish grin. “Sadie is mistaking her reputation for mine.”

“You’d love to have my reputation.”

“So why aren’t you on the prowl, Ms. Maneater?”

“Priorities,” Sadie said. “Shopping before guys. Besides, the mall closes early and I only date guys who can go all night.”

Kelly laughed, giving Sadie a playful shove. “You wish, Bennett.”

Julie confided in Logan. “She only pretends she’s a slut.”

“I know a few guys who are the same—”

A roar drowned out Logan’s voice. They all turned toward the stage as security guards in black nylon windbreakers escorted Bridget Bane and her four band members onto the stage. The young singer wore an outfit similar to the one in the poster, but with far fewer rips and holes. Obviously styled to blend into the background, her four-piece band—guitarist, bass player, keyboardist, and drummer—all wore black linen jackets over white T-shirts and black trousers. They were uniformly pale, with a jittery intensity even though they appeared malnourished and fatigued, perhaps to echo the “World Crashes Down” concept of Bridget’s album. 

“Hello, Hadenford!” Bridget said into the microphone attached to an old-fashioned microphone stand. No wireless headset for her. Another cheer filled the cramped confines of the mall. “Thank you all for buying my album. Those songs mean so much to me.” She paused again for cheers. “And if you don’t have a copy yet, what are you waiting for?” Laughter. “They have plenty of copies here at the Renaissance Mall.” More cheers.

Logan fell to one knee, clutching his stomach.

“Logan! What’s wrong?” Fallon shouted, crouching beside him.

“Dude, wait until the music starts,” Kelly said sarcastically, “then you’ll really need to hurl.”

“Need to call them,” Logan said, wincing in pain. “Tell them to hurry. It’s coming… soon!”

Fallon helped him stand but he felt more like curling up in the fetal position on the cold tile floor. The music started with an energetic flourish of drums and a mournful guitar intro.

Logan scrabbled in his pants pockets with trembling hands and retrieved his cell phone. As he flipped it open, it slipped from his grasp. Julie bent down and picked it up for him. “Thank you…” Logan’s breath caught in his throat. He was staring at the three girls, two of whom were fixated on the stage, but all three of them were fading away as he watched, ghostlike mirages. “Get out,” Logan said to Julie. “Hurry while there’s still time!”

“Ha, ha, funny guy,” Julie said. “Said I like her music. Remember?”

“No,” Logan said. “All of you need to leave. Get out of the mall.”

“We’ll survive the nightmare, Logan,” Kelly said, patting his arm. “Scarred for life, but we’ll survive.”

“If you stay, you’re going to die!”

“C’mon, it can’t be that bad.”

Logan opened his mouth to shout an explanation. Then closed it. Kelly was bobbing her head in time to the music. She wanted to stay. She liked Bridget Bane but didn’t want to admit it. Probably Sadie as well, using her gift card spending spree as an excuse to hang around the mall until show time. Logan scanned the crowd. Hundreds—probably a few thousand—had come to the mall specifically to hear Bridget Bane sing a few songs from her new album. They were standing around waiting, almost entranced, unaware that Bridget Bane was simply the opening act.

Somebody answered Logan’s call, but the mall was so noisy he couldn’t tell whose voice he heard. “Hurry!” he shouted, “It’s happening!” Disconnecting the call, he switched the phone to vibrate mode, and slipped it into his pocket. The ring tone couldn’t compete with the concert and crowd noise.

“Where are they?” Fallon yelled in his ear.

“Couldn’t hear,” he said. “C’mon! Let’s look for it!”

She didn’t ask what “it” was. She knew he meant the rift. 

Moving through the crowd proved substantially more difficult than before. Now that the show had started, people within the velvet rope traffic aisle had paused to watch the stage. Fallon caught Logan’s arm. “Mall security office!” 

Logan nodded. “Good idea.”

“This way,” she said, pulling him in the opposite direction.

Before they reached the security office, Logan spotted a portly security guard in one of the dark windbreakers at the edge of the courtyard, standing with one foot up on the stationary base of the carousel. Rather than monitoring the crowd, his complete attention was on the provocatively clad singer onstage. The man glared at Logan when he grabbed his arm. “There a problem here?” he asked Logan in a tone of voice that clearly demanded a negative response combined with a hasty departure.

“Yes! A big problem!” Logan shouted. “Everyone’s in danger!”

“You some kind of wiseass, son?”

“No! I’m serious,” Logan said. “Deadly serious.”

“What the hell!” the man exclaimed, suddenly alarmed. “Is that a knife? You brought a knife in here, asshole?” 

Logan’s shirt had pulled up, exposing the scabbard buckle and the sheathed dagger sticking out of his pant’s pocket. 

The man caught Logan’s wrist. “Gimme that! Right now!”

Fallon screamed.

With the guard momentarily distracted, Logan twisted his arm free and darted across the carousel, slipping between the motionless horses and sleighs which formed two rows around its circumference. A glance back revealed the guard in pursuit of him, talking into a handheld radio and no doubt calling for backup.

Fallon circled around the carousel and met him on the other side. They dodged and weaved their way through the milling crowd, but it soon became apparent that the mall security guards, beefed up in number for the big event, were zeroing in on them.

Abruptly, Logan reversed direction, leading Fallon back toward the stage. “Whatever’s coming will see the stage as a focal point. A kind of nexus. That’s where the rift will appear.” It made sense. The rift had appeared in the middle of a moving bus. A stationary stage, a center of activity in a much larger mass of people would present an irresistible target. The portly guard spotted them and hustled through the crowded aisle. Logan ducked under the rope, with Fallon in tow, and sidled across the crowd to the opposite aisle. The maneuver would buy them a few minutes—

Logan stopped, pointed at the radio station table. “There!”

Chief Grainger and a few of his officers stood near the table, a visible police presence to discourage troublemakers. Hoping Ambrose had given the chief a heads-up, he steered Fallon toward the black-draped table, clutching her hand so as not to lose her in the jostling crowd. “Chief! Chief Grainger!” Logan shouted, waving his free hand above his head. His voice was no match for the wall of sound from the concert stage, but the motion might attract Grainger’s attention.

A hand seized Logan’s collar and a triumphant—and hoarse—voice shouted in his ear, “That’s enough for you, punk!”


Chapter 50

 “Logan, what are you doing here?”

“You know this punk, Chief?” the portly security guard asked incredulously with his fist twisted in Logan’s shirt collar.

“I’m acquainted with the family. And Fallon as well.”

“Kid’s carrying a knife, Chief!”

“Logan…?” When Logan nodded slowly, meaningfully, Grainger cleared his throat and said to the guard, “Thanks for bringing this to my attention, Al. I’ll handle it from here.”

“Just doing my job, sir,” Al said, directing one last distrustful glance at Logan before walking away with a bit of a strut.

Bridget Bane had noticed the commotion by the radio table, but presumed everything was under control and launched into her second song, the opening chords of which triggered a rousing cheer of familiarity from the crowd.

Grainger pulled Logan away from the radio station’s table and shouted into his ear, “Logan, you can’t bring a dagger into a shopping mall.”

Fallon stayed close to Logan’s side for emotional support.

“But it’s a—”

“I know what it is, but you could start a panic if—”

“Good,” Logan said quickly. “We need to get everyone out of here. Now! Didn’t Ambrose call you?”

The three police officers who had been standing with Grainger—a no-nonsense female sergeant with short black hair and two younger patrolmen—formed a rough perimeter around Grainger, Logan, and Fallon, attempting to keep the crowd back while the chief assessed the situation.

Grainger spread his arms. “I’ve been a little busy here, Logan.”

“You need to clear the mall! Get everybody out before it’s too late.”

“Why?”

“It’s about to happen again.”

“Specifics, Logan. I can’t clear the mall on a hunch.”

“Horrible carnage,” Logan shouted, his hands balling into fists in frustration. “You wanted to know. I’m telling you. This is your chance to make a difference!”

“Look, Logan, I know you have good intentions, but nothing happened last night. Okay? How can we be sure—?”

“Something did happen last night,” Logan interrupted. “Gideon refused to listen to me. You’re about to make the same mistake. Only much worse. Because this time people will die. Trust me.” Something in his tone must have frightened Chief Grainger. The man lost his bluster and seemed to consider what Logan was saying for the first time. His eyes swept the crowd, the sheer numbers finally hitting home. “Chief, everything has been leading to this moment. Carnifex wants this. We can’t give it to him.”

“So many people,” Grainger said, shaking his head. “How can I just—?”

“A bomb threat,” Logan suggested. Confronted with the otherworldly aspects of the peril, Grainger couldn’t relate the situation to a real world solution. “Tell them. They’ll take it seriously, even if they think it’s a false alarm.”

“Good idea,” Grainger said. He caught the shoulder of his shift sergeant and bobbed his head. “Logan and Fallon, this is Sergeant Raquel Albano. Stay with her while I make the announcement.”

“Announcement, Chief?”

Grainger frowned. “Something about a bomb threat.”

“That a credible threat, Chief?” Obviously Sergeant Albano hadn’t caught the entirety of the conversation.

“The threat’s credible,” Grainger said, then leaned toward her and said close to her ear, “The bomb part is not.”

“Then what threat should we be looking for?”

“You’ll know it when you see it,” Logan told her. “Believe me.”

“Lintz! Gossett!” Grainger called to the two patrolmen. They hurried over, giving their full attention to their boss, but not without first scanning left and right one last time for any sign of an imminent threat. “Gentlemen, we have a situation here. We need to clear the mall in a hurry. Round up mall security personnel.” He gripped Lintz’s shoulder, “Brian, you coordinate this side.” He pointed to Patrolman Gossett, then indicated the far side of the mall. “Mark, you’re over there. Let’s keep this calm and orderly. Fire drill 101, okay? Last thing we need is a stampede for the exits.”

Sergeant Albano led Logan and Fallon back against the wide, poster-filled display window of the Tunes Style music store. Not surprisingly, most of the posters were of Bridget Bane. “Care to clue me in?” she asked Logan, but his attention was directed elsewhere, seeking some kind of psychic spoor that would indicate a rift.

Chief Grainger had stepped up on the modular stage as Bridget and the band concluded their second number. The singer looked a question at him and he whispered in her ear. A moment later her eyes widened. She pushed the microphone into his hands, then stepped back and conferred with her drummer. A moment later her other band mates closed ranks. Grainger tapped the microphone, producing a resounding thunk-thunk from the oversized speakers at either side of the stage and through all the recessed speakers in the mall. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said evenly. “I need you to remain calm and exit the mall in an orderly fashion.”

“This is bullshit!” someone shouted at the stage.

“Yeah, man! What about the concert?”

“What’s going on?”

“There’s been a—a bomb threat,” Grainger said, holding up his free hand quickly to forestall additional interruptions. “Chances are this is a prank to disrupt the young lady’s performance. However—and I’m sure you’ll agree—we need to take these types of threats very seriously nowadays.” Reluctant nods of agreement from the crowd. “Security guards will lead you to the nearest exit. And please,” he looked up to the wall of faces staring down from the second level, “exit on the level where you are now. Not the level where you parked your car. Exit first. Then find your vehicle.”

Logan winced, doubling over in pain.

“Logan?” Fallon whispered beside him.

“It’s too late!”

Fallon looked around the mall searching for the rift.

Logan sensed it was close, almost on top of them.

Unaware, Grainger continued to give instructions. “Keep the stairs, escalators and elevator clear. And thank you for your coop—”

A carousel horse exploded.

In one shocking instant, chunks of kiln-dried basswood, glass eyes, costume jewelry, and gold leaf peppered the crowd. The brass pole, which moments ago had appeared to impale the horse, shot across the stage and speared Bridget Bane’s keyboardist through his abdomen. Crimson blossomed across his white shirt as he staggered backward and fell off the rear of the stage. Bridget Bane screamed first, but members of the crowd joined her, a hundred echoes of horror. Chief Grainger’s dreaded stampede began almost immediately. Those closest to the stage, many bleeding from wooden shrapnel wounds, shoved frantically to escape the kill zone, while those farther away assumed a bomb had actually exploded and that the immediate danger had passed, at least for them. But the sudden rush from those closest to the blast, all the frenzied shoving and scrambling for cover or escape, caused many to fall and be trampled, screaming in pain as they fell under the attempt at a fevered exodus.

Chief Grainger hustled Bridget Bane and her surviving band members off the far side of the stage platform. Bridget tried to rush behind the stage to check on her fallen keyboardist, but her own security team, with “Event Staff” stenciled on the backs of their windbreakers, shielded her and the others, saying “He’s dead, Ms. Bane! We gotta move! Go! Go!”

“Son of a bitch,” Sergeant Albano said. “There was a fucking bomb.”

She started toward the carousel to help the wounded.

“It’s not a bomb,” Logan said urgently. “And it’s not over!”

“Whatever, kid,” she said. “Go on. Let the professionals handle this.”

“That’s just what I was thinking,” Logan said, his hand dropping to the hilt of his dagger. He turned to Fallon. “Last chance to get the hell out of here.”

“No,” Fallon said quickly, but she’d lost a bit of color. “I’m staying.”

As Sergeant Albano strode around the stage, the deejay, in his haste to escape, knocked over his table with a crash and sparking of ruined electronics. A dozen red balloons broke free and shot upward, bobbing impotently against the skylights. In his panic, the deejay tripped over the station’s banner and fell to his hands and knees, screaming as if under attack rather than a victim of his own clumsiness. People rushed by, jostling him side to side, none offering to help.

Logan grabbed Fallon’s hand and led her in a crouch behind the fallen table. Lying on its side, the table provided shelter from the mad flow of the crowd and would shield them from subsequent rift eruptions. “Look!” he said, pointing to the spot where the horse had stood frozen in mid-strut for years.

“I see it,” Fallon said. “A dark shimmering in the air.”

“It’s big,” Logan said. “Much bigger than the one on the bus”

“Bigger is bad, right?”

Logan nodded grimly. “He’s coming through this time,” he said. “Carnifex is coming into our world.”

“What should we do?”

Logan gripped the edge of the table nervously. “Hell if I know.”

The carousel lurched, wood cracked and split apart, and a second horse teetered. One of the ornate carriages between horses rose from the platform as if on a hydraulic lift, then flew into the air, a blur of motion until it struck an upper level safety railing and shattered into hundreds of pieces. The debris rained down on the shrieking crowd. A wooden chunk of sleigh rail crashed harmlessly into a penny wishing fountain. But a bench seat struck a woman pushing a stroller and she fell sideways without making a sound.

In rapid succession, more horses and carriages ruptured apart and exploded away from the rocking carousel. The shimmer in the air spread wider—and wider still. A spiked tentacle flashed out of the rift, wrapped itself around a man’s neck and ripped his head off. Rearing back, the tentacle wavered—searching—then shot forward, spearing a young woman with spiky blond hair through her lower back and hoisting her ten feet above the floor. Logan recognized the purple top and low-slung black jeans and felt his stomach lurch.

“Oh, God!” Fallon cried. “That’s Kelly!”

The tentacle whipped forward, like a bullwhip cracking, and Kelly Flexer hurtled through the air like a missile. Her lifeless body struck and destroyed most of the soft pretzel kiosk on the far side of the stage. The tentacle wasn’t finished. It lashed out at a redhead—Sadie Bennett!—but she dove through a shoe rack and rolled under a display table inside Best Foot Forward. The tentacle slithered across the floor like a live wire and wrapped itself around the ankle of the girl who’d been standing near Sadie—a brunette with a long ponytail wearing a jean skirt—and yanked her off her feet.

“Julie!” Fallon screamed. “We have to do something.”

Logan pulled Fallon back behind the table. He had his dagger unsheathed. “This can hurt it.”

Julie Young shrieked as the tentacle reeled her in, dragging her inexorably toward the disintegrating carousel. Chief Grainger and Sergeant Albano fired shots at the tentacle to no avail. Logan ran past the stage, his star-dagger in an overhand grip.

At that moment, an impossibly large, booted foot seemed to materialize out of thin air and smash down through the wood of the carousel platform. Logan stumbled in shock—a foot that big!

Logan caught himself before he fell face first but had to force himself to keep moving toward the demon’s imminent point of entrance. Reality split apart. A seam in the space time continuum spread before his eyes and the ten-foot-tall demon emerged with a triumphant grin on his hideously wide face. In a split second, Logan registered the distorted head with the corkscrew horns, too many eyes, some of them milky and blind, the three vertical nostril slits, the too-wide mouth littered with jagged, mismatched fangs, the clothing made from sewn human flesh and faces, the breastplate of bones—and the enormous double-headed battle-axe.

Logan literally gasped in horror.

But he focused on one detail as he raced forward in spite of his inwardly shrieking instinct for self-preservation, and that was the tentacle of proto-flesh connecting Julie Young to the demon’s proto-flesh abdomen. He was tempted to remain at a safe distance and hurl the dagger at the soft non-flesh of the demon’s stomach, but he hadn’t practiced throwing the blade. Gideon had warned him about tossing away his only weapon. Yet Gideon had also warned him that if he was close enough to use it, he was too close.

He was vaguely aware of Grainger calling him off, but he was committed to this course of action, as foolhardy as it seemed at the moment. Dropping, he slid forward on the polished tile floor and slammed the point of the dagger into the taut tentacle, inches from Julie’s trapped ankle. The blade sliced the proto-flesh and the demon roared, more in outrage than in pain, Logan suspected.

Throwing his arms upward, Carnifex hurled aside the roof of the carousel. Poles clanged, horses and carriages crashed and bounced and shattered around them. Nearby display windows, struck by debris, exploded in a rain of glass.

Julie scrambled to her feet. Logan caught her hand and started to pull her to the relative safety of the radio station table when he felt her body lurch in his grip. Carnifex had formed another tentacle to replace the first, terminating this one in a twelve inch black spike. The tip of that spike now protruded from Julie’s throat, in the center of fresh, foaming blood. Her hand slipped from his grasp and she fell forward.

Logan’s ears rang with the sound of useless gunfire.

The floor shuddered behind him.

Fallon screamed a warning.

Logan hurled himself to the left, feeling a whoosh of air pass dangerously close to his body an instant before the curved blade of the battle-axe smashed into the floor, shattering tiles and wedging itself several inches deep. Without pause, Logan rolled and didn’t stop until he slammed into the wall of Tunes Style. Then he scrambled to his feet and raced for the table. The battle-axe swooshed overhead and destroyed the stage. The microphone stand fell, eliciting a painful screech of feedback from the large speakers.

Sergeant Albano fearlessly squeezed off shots with her .40 caliber Glock 23 and though the slugs rattled the breastplate of bones, the demon suffered no visible damage.

Patrolman Lintz yelled, “Everybody out! Now!”

Carnifex roared. “Nobody leaves!”

A series of distant bangs preceded a sudden change in air pressure. People began shouting that the doors wouldn’t open, the glass wouldn’t break. Carnifex lunged toward Lintz and, before the police officer could react, gripped the man’s head in his massive hand and pulped his skull with the ease of someone crushing a raw egg. Carnifex hurled the ruined body into the upper level and laughed at the fresh outburst of screams.

“Sergeant!” Grainger called. “Get those doors open.”

Albano nodded, turned on her heel—

—as a frightful whistling sound swept past her.

She tried to move, but her legs no longer obeyed her brain’s commands. The wide battle-axe blade had sliced through her abdomen. She collapsed—in two separate pieces—her torso falling to the right, her legs toppling forward.

Grainger’s other patrolman, Mark Gossett, joined the chief. Together they tried to provide cover fire for the escaping crowd. Unfortunately, their cover fire was futile and the crowd could not escape the magically sealed mall. People crowded into the temporary shelter of stores, huddling behind or under displays. Logan realized with awful conviction that Carnifex intended to kill every man, woman, and child in the Renaissance Mall. The demon lord took several lumbering steps to one side and then the other, swinging his axe back and forth. And with the ease of a scythe cutting through wheat, he began to harvest his blood crop.

Beside Logan, Fallon silently wept.

He wrapped his arm around her quaking shoulders but had no words of comfort. He’d never felt more helpless in his life. The dagger clutched in his hand seemed as dangerous as a child’s toy.

“He’s coming back this way!” Gossett shouted.

Logan looked up and stared into the hideously grinning face of a lord of hell. Gnashing teeth slathered with blood and raw human flesh. While Logan tried to comfort Fallon, the demon had fed.

He felt a tingling in his leg, suspected a wound, but suddenly realized the sensation came from his cell phone—on vibrate! “Hello,” he whispered frantically. “Who’s there? We need you—!”

“Logan, we’re here,” Gideon’s said calmly into Logan’s ear. “Be ready. We’ll fight Carnifex. You need to go through the rift. Take Fallon. You’ll know when. Find them!”

“Who—what—are they coming?” Fallon asked.

Almost in answer the recessed lighting in the mall flickered and crackled, winking out for a terrifying moment. In the brief darkness, screams rang anew from the panicked crowd. When the lights winked back on, Carnifex looked around curiously, battle-axe held high. A bolt of blue lightning ripped through the air and struck the demon in the chest, shattering the breastplate of bones. Carnifex staggered, stunned, as oily black smoke billowed off his chest. “Show yourself!”

A second bolt of blue lightning arced through the air, this one blasting the demon in the face, specifically targeting one of his four remaining good eyes and melting the orb in its socket. Carnifex roared in genuine pain, lumbering in a circle, his free hand pressed to his scorched face. “Show yourself, coward!”

“Who’s the coward, Carnifex?” Thalia shouted, emerging from behind the ruins of the pretzel kiosk. A pearlescent blue glow surrounded her body. Logan guessed that she had absorbed some of the mall’s electrical energy into her own aura, either as protection or as a power reserve, like a spare clip of ammunition. “About time you picked on someone who can fight back?”

Carnifex took the bait. Lowering his head, he charged her.

Grainger and Gossett separated, with the former diving into a clothing store and the latter rolling under the remains of the stage. Most of the trapped mall patrons continued to cower in the stores, behind and under display tables. None of them would remain out of Carnifex’s reach.

Logan saw a flash of movement from the upper level. A man launched himself off the safety railing—a man with a sword—in a perfectly timed jump. He landed on Carnifex’s shoulders, crouching for balance as he plunged the sword downward in a two-handed grip and took out another good eye. But Carnifex was quick to react, howling as he swept his forearm up to strike Gideon with the shaft of the battle-axe.

Gideon sailed through the air and hit the floor hard. Though he tried to roll with the impact, his shoulder took the brunt of the fall. When Carnifex stormed toward him, Patrolman Gossett scrambled out from under the ruined stage and took aim at one of the demon’s two remaining good eyes with his Glock 23. Unfortunately, he underestimated the speed of the demon. Logan had to wonder if the bullet would have had any effect on the soft tissue of the eye. He never found out. Carnifex swung his foot as if he were kicking a soccer ball and the tip of his heavy boot struck Gossett right below the ribs, shattering bones and propelling the man twenty feet through the air before he crashed among the bulk of the carousel debris.

“Logan,” Thalia called as she hurried around the pretzel kiosk toward the overturned table. Logan rose from his crouched position and saw Thalia holding something toward him, dangling from her fingers: the protective amulet he’d given her the previous night. “Take this. Find Liana. Bring her home.”

“How?” Logan asked desperately.

Thalia pressed her other hand to her forehead, wincing in obvious pain. The blue electricity swirling and crackling around her body might have been responsible for her discomfort. But Logan worried that her time out of the darkness was leaking away.

“Take Fallon. She’ll boost you. Douse for them.”

“We don’t know if she’s alive,” Logan said. “I should stay here to he—”

“She is alive, Logan. I sense her now. Through the rift. But when we destroy Carnifex, it may close forever. We can’t lose her—them. Bring them back. Hurry!”

“O-okay,” Logan said nervously, taking the amulet gingerly from her sparkling fingers. He felt a slight tingling sensation, nothing more. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

“I said your time would come, Logan,” Thalia said, grimacing with another wave of pain. “This is it. Now go!”

He nodded, tried to swallow but his throat was too dry. To present a poor target for Carnifex’s wrath, Logan stayed low as he caught Fallon’s hand and said, “Show time.”

“What?”

“Follow me!”

They dashed toward the shimmering rift, which hovered a foot in the air like a pulsing bruise where the carousel had stood. Logan caught a glimpse of Gideon swinging his sword and dodging a mighty axe blow. The lights flickered and dimmed again. A third lightning bolt erupted, slamming into Carnifex’s back and scorching away one of the tortured human faces sewn into his vest.

“Logan, are you sure you know what—”

Before Fallon could finish voicing her concern, he pulled her through the fold in reality, exchanging hell on earth for another hell altogether.


Chapter 51

The moment Barrett lost his arm to Carnifex’s axe, Liana knew the battle was lost. Of course, she also understood that Barrett would never admit defeat. He would continue to fight in a hopeless cause. And die a horrible death. She was not self-delusional enough to think she stood a chance against the hell lord in his own domain with her meager magical ability. She made her decision after Barrett lost his arm. She prepared her spell, which was neither offensive nor defensive in nature, but rather diversionary. 

While she had dangled from Barrett’s hand over the precipice and the surging river of lava, she had plenty of time to visualize plunging to a fiery death. Indeed, the thought had consumed her for a while. So now she visualized that image and added Barrett’s tumbling body to the mix. As easy to imagine two people tumbling to their deaths as one. Then, with her forearms raised and the spell traced, she waited for Carnifex to come in for the kill, to get close enough to the edge to see what she wanted him to see.

The illusion was vivid but mercifully brief. One more widening crevasse among many was easy to believe, but this one appeared to spread under them, and of course they tumbled down to their deaths, consumed in a heart-stopping moment by the molten river of rock and… forgotten. 

Or at least that’s what she hoped.

Since she hadn’t been able to forewarn Barrett, she lunged at him and dragged him down, just enough of a prelude to the image of falling bodies to sell her vision to the impatient demon. The image and sound of her illusion played out and she waited in silence in the faux crevasse, the appearance of which she had to maintain for a few moments longer while she desperately prayed her ploy would work. 

With a hand clamped over Barrett’s mouth—unseen by Carnifex—she warned him with a fierce look to remain absolutely still and silent. In full health, he might have protested, unwilling to surrender, but apparently shock was setting in. He was pale and cold to the touch. With a weak nod, he complied.

Carnifex was disappointed in losing them to his own treacherous landscape, but he accepted that they had died and continued on his way—toward the rift to Earth, where others in the family would have to resume the fight. She waited a few minutes before dispelling the illusion. Then she collapsed with a shuddering sigh of exhaustion.

She couldn’t afford the luxury of rest. Forcing herself up to hands and knees, she looked down at Barrett lying beside her. “I can’t heal this,” she said miserably, indicating the bloody stump where his arm had been. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know if there are spells.” What she left unsaid was that Thalia and her mother might have had the ability. They would have known. Barrett should have been stuck with a better sorceress.

Barrett nodded slowly and swallowed hard, grimacing in pain. “That’s okay,” he murmured. Though he kept his left hand pressed to the stump at his right shoulder, his grip was slipping, from weakness, lethargy, the free flow of blood, or a combination of all three. “First aid kit’s under the seat.”

She smiled for him. If he still had a sense of humor, maybe he wasn’t too far gone. Of course, he might be delusional. But she refused to allow herself to sulk. She had to find something positive out of this mess. They had survived a battle with a hell lord. That had to count for something.

The ground rumbled around them, destabilizing again now that Carnifex had departed. They were the enemy here. The environment itself seemed determined to snuff out their lives. They had to keep moving. That was their only hope. If they could get out of the danger zone, past the literal killing ground, she might have time to locate the rift back to their world. She could do that at least. “Barrett, I want to try to stop the bleeding with static compression.”

Again he nodded, gulped, and said, “Go for it.” He coughed, wincing as the spasm pulled at the wounds in his chest. “My life… in your hands.”

Liana traced the patterns, cast the spell, creating a magical compression against the bloody stump, and uttered the command “Permanos!” to hold it in place. The compression was absolute, pressing against every severed blood vessel better than if they had been surgically clamped or sutured. She couldn’t restore the arm or heal the wound, but she had stopped the bleeding. “We can’t stay here,” she told him. “Have to keep moving. Do you understand?”

Again, the nod.

Liana dismissed her feeble light sphere, and created another one, much smaller than the first for fear it would give away their continued existence, let alone their position. The new sphere had the size and luminous intensity of a nightlight. For an added precaution, she commanded the sphere to travel with them at knee-height, where it could do the most good, lighting the way in front of them.

After placing another static compression over the chest wounds caused by the tentacle claws, she helped Barrett to his feet. “Where?” he asked.

“We’ll follow Carnifex,” she said. “If I can’t find a rift of my own, we’ll go home through his.”

They walked carefully at first, with her arm wrapped around his lower back to steady him. He held his sword in his left hand, though she doubted he had the strength to use it. Her legs felt leaden, but she had a simple strategy to revitalize herself. She took one look at Barrett’s ghastly complexion and the stump where his arm had been. That was enough to make her forget about her own aches and pains. Until he regained some semblance of his former strength, she had to be the strong one.

Weaving, and occasionally staggering when the ground shifted or began to crumble beneath their weight, they gradually put distance between themselves and the site of their illusory death. They were never in danger of catching Carnifex, unless he chose to stop and wait, but soon the ground appeared less fragile. The black rock assumed its former implacable, unyielding nature. Their pace quickened. During infrequent and brief breaks, Liana would seek a rift on her own, but she lacked the energy or concentration for success. As the rift remained elusive, she employed her locis revelis spell to determine Carnifex’s location and adjusted their course as needed.

After hours of walking and stumbling, she collapsed exhausted. She couldn’t recall falling. One moment she’d been lumbering along on wooden legs and the next she was looking up into Barrett’s perspiring face. “You passed out,” he said with a gentle smile.

“Sorry,” she said. Then added inanely, “Hadn’t planned on that.”

He chuckled, grimaced, and sat wearily beside her. “Let’s take a few minutes.”

As if ready to pop up for some wind sprints, Liana said, “If you insist.”

“We’ll never catch him,” Barrett said eventually. “You need to find the way out. Right here. Right now.”

“I’ve tried,” she said petulantly, disappointed in herself. “And failed.”

“We’ll rest,” he said. “Then you’ll try again.”

Liana took a deep breath. “Rest sounds positively sinful right about now.” She pushed herself into a sitting position and propped her back against a smooth outcropping of rock. As comfortable a spot as she was likely to find in hell. “It’s not as if I don’t practice.”

“What?” Barrett said, frowning. “You lost me.”

“Magic,” she said. “Practicing is definitely a part of it, but there is innate skill involved. Everyone is not equally talented. Thalia and my mother are both better at this. It’s why I’ve stayed behind so much.”

“Now you tell me,” Barrett said, feigning shock and disappointment. He shook his head and chuckled. “The ranks are thin. I get it. We do what we must. Life according to Ambrose, right?”

Liana nodded, smiling. “Facimus quem nobis faciendum est.”

“I’ll stick with English, thanks.”

“Don’t blame you,” Liana said. “I just wanted to tell you…to let you know that my magical incompetence—”

“Hardly incompetence.”

“Whatever,” she said, waving away his defense of her shortcomings. “Not all of us magical types have the same level of ability.”

“Like an MQ?” Barrett said. “Magical Quotient?”

She laughed. “Exactly! And my MQ is hardly genius level.”

“Good enough for me,” Barrett said. “You saved our asses back there.”

“Thanks, but all I—”

Rapid clacking sounds approached from the direction they had fled. Soon Liana heard chittering mixed in with the clacking, almost like an insectile language. Barrett climbed to his feet, sword hanging from his left hand as he squinted into the darkness. “Time to move. Now!”

Adrenaline coursed through her, momentarily trumping exhaustion. She pushed herself off the cold hard ground and immediately saw what was pursuing them.

Sickly yellow and almost bioluminescent in the darkness, the creatures ambulated like spiders, but with a dozen or more spindly legs supporting their hassock-sized bodies. The undersides of their lumpy bodies split down the middle, exposing a row of chitinous teeth, which clicked together incessantly, as if eager for their next meal.

Barrett made a preemptive strike against two in the vanguard, slicing off their forelegs to knock them over, then hacking the edge of the sword into their pale bodies. He jumped back as the next few fell upon the wounded, pinning their squirming forms with their legs, while they lowered their bellies and extended fleshy, hollow tongues into the wounds to suck out the exposed meat.

Without pausing further to observe the creatures’ cannibalistic nature, Barrett signaled Liana with a nod of his head, and they ran in the opposite direction. “Doubt that bought us much time.”

“We need some separation,” Liana said. “Enough time for me to prepare spells.”

“Are you up for that?”

“Don’t have a choice,” Liana said grimly. But the thought foremost in her mind was, I’d rather die at Carnifex’s hands than fall under the mouths of those disgusting scavengers.

Not that they’d have any say in the matter.


Chapter 52

The darkness was profound. Fallon remembered a road trip vacation with her parents, a tour of a cavern where the guide momentarily turned off all the lights to show the visitors what the cave’s original discoverers had faced. Utter darkness. She couldn’t see her palm held in front of her face. It was like that in the hell world. She knew Logan was beside her only because she held his hand. And she refused to let go. She had the odd feeling that if she released his hand, she would spiral away in the darkness despite the gravity that presently held her down. Anything could happen in that darkness. And if she was alone, anything would. She fought the urge to scream.

“How can we find anyone here?” she whispered.

Carnifex could have a twin brother standing six feet in front of them and they wouldn’t know enough—see enough—to be afraid. Until it was too late.

“Maybe our eyes will adjust.”

“How do the others do this?” she asked. “Fight what they can’t see?”

“They cast light spells.”

“You good with those?”

“Hardly,” Logan said. “My magical abilities are passive.”

“Don’t suppose you brought a flashlight?”

“In my other pants,” Logan said. “Figured the star-dagger would be more important today. Sorry.”

“Well, any bright ideas?”

“You’re not,” Logan said. “I mean, you may not be passive.”

“Passive aggressive sometimes, maybe, but—wait a minute! You’re talking about magic? I don’t know how to cast spells.”

“Maybe you don’t need to,” Logan said. “Magic has mostly, um, dried up on Earth, but in other dimensions it’s much more abundant and responsive. Ambrose keeps talking about your potential. Time to tap into it.”

“He said I was unbound,” Fallon recalled. “Sounds like I was into S&M, which, well, okay I’m babbling in the dark. Whistling past the graveyard. And—sheesh!”

She sensed Logan pivot to stand in front of her without releasing her hand, and she was about to ask him another senseless question when she felt his lips touch hers—slightly off-target—but close enough. Bracing herself for the sudden swoopy feeling and the tingle that chased itself across her skin, she pulled her head back to say, “Not that I’m complaining, but is now really the time?”

“Wanted your complete attention.”

“You got it. Now what?”

“You don’t need a canned spell, Fallon,” Logan said. “Liana uses spell commands and sigil traceries. Thalia can whisper and subvocalize complex spells. It’s simple. Whatever works, okay? Just imagine there’s light here and… make it happen.”

“Simple, huh?”

Logan might have smiled or shrugged; she couldn’t tell in the darkness. “If you can tap into the magic here, yeah, it could be that simple.”

Fallon slowed her breathing, closed her eyes to focus on the goal, imagining light shining over their shoulders, lighting the way ahead. Her mother had magical ability. And she had demonstrated magical ability herself on more than one occasion. She believed she could do it. In everyday life, seeing was believing. With magic, the reverse was true.

“Look!” Logan said excitedly, squeezing her hand.

She opened her eyes and laughed.

A pale wash of light shone before them, illuminating a harsh rocky landscape beneath a pitch black sky. “Wow! I did that?”

“First try,” Logan said. “I’m impressed.”

“Actually, I’ve always been good under pressure,” Fallon said with mock seriousness. “Usually it’s not life and death, but good training, right?”

Logan nodded, and this time she could see him. “Thalia thinks you can boost my dousing ability to help find Liana and Barrett. Said she sensed Liana was alive in here somewhere.” Logan closed his eyes then, and his head drifted side to side before locking on one direction. “She’s right. This way!” he shouted.

Mindful of the treacherous footing, they raced across the rocky ground. Fallon glanced quickly at Logan before returning her attention to the rocky debris in front of them and asked, “Does the magic that protects Outsiders from bullets on our side work in reverse for us over here? Are we invulnerable on their world?”

“No, and they’re not really invulnerable in ours,” Logan said. “Just…hardened. Ambrose’s theory—and he’s the oldest living expert on this stuff—is that the magic they use to tear a rift into our world violates our physical laws and that it somehow extends immunity to them. Their bodies literally violate the physical laws governing our world. Our magic users, on the other hand, create rifts into other worlds that are, I don’t know, less invasive, more like finding overlaps or seams between dimensions rather than slashing through a separate reality. And we didn’t even create the rift we just crossed.”

“Figures the loophole works against us.”

“Yeah.”

At some point they broke contact, Fallon’s hand slipping out of his. At first nothing changed, but within moments, Fallon started crying and succumbed to hitching sobs. She stumbled and fell to her knees. Logan stopped and came back to her. “What’s wrong?”

She couldn’t ignore it anymore. The knowledge bubbled to the surface of her consciousness like poison gas. “It was me, Logan,” Fallon said disconsolately. “I killed her.”

Logan looked confused, almost panicked. “No, Liana’s still alive. I sense her. But she’s in danger.”

“No, it’s my fault she killed herself,” Fallon said. “Don’t you see? I did it to her. I boosted her.” She fell forward, her forearms striking the hard ground. “She had some magic, but I made it worse. She didn’t understand what was happening, what I was doing to her.” She looked up at his face guiltily and felt the magical light dimming around them. She wanted to hide in the darkness, to never examine what she’d done again. But how could she ever forget? “I killer her…” she sobbed. “Killed my own mother.”

“Fallon, she didn’t know about the magic,” Logan said. “But her death wasn’t your fault. Your own magic probably hadn’t even manifested yet.”

She shook her head vigorously, convulsing with uncontrollable sobs. He was wrong. It was her fault. She was never more certain of anything in her life. I’m worthless, she thought hysterically. Completely, utterly, worthless daughter. I should have died instead of—

Logan grabbed her hand and shoved something hard and round into her palm.

A pure white glow blossomed around their clenched hands.

“Protective amulet,” Logan said. “This place roots out your deepest irrational fears and feeds them, uses them to destroy you. Your own personal hell.”

She climbed shakily to her feet, nodding. The fear had overcome her after she lost physical contact with Logan, who had been holding the amulet by its chain.

“Never let go again, Logan,” Fallon said, her throat thick with raw emotion. “Promise me.”

“I have no intention of letting you go, Fallon Maguire,” Logan said seriously. “That’s a promise.”

“Good,” she said, sniffling. “You ever break that promise, I’ll kick your ass.”

“Way to spoil the mood, Maguire.”

She had been scared, and filled with more self-loathing than she could have imagined possible. Consumed by the darkness of grief and guilt lurking within her. How much had been real? How much imagined? She refused to examine those emotions, at least never while in this desolate place. “Let’s find them.”

In a few moments, they ran down a steep grade, bringing light and hope into the bowels of despair. Fallon saw a weak light below even as she heard a woman screaming.

“Liana!” Logan said and sprinted downhill with Fallon in tow.

She concentrated on the light, embracing it, and feeding it, and watched amazed as it swelled forward, banishing the darkness. When she saw the spindly-legged spider creatures harrying Liana and Barrett she gasped in dismay. “What the hell are those things?”

“Does it matter?”

“Logan! Fallon—help me! They’re killing Barrett!”

Liana was bleeding from several wounds, but Barrett was staggering around, falling to one knee, pushing himself upright, slashing at a spider-thing, and falling again, in a diminishing cycle of defiance.

“God, Logan, his right arm is gone!”

“Help me!” Liana cried again.

Suddenly Fallon knew what she meant. “Logan, get me through to her! She needs a boost.”

Logan led the way, slashing at the spider creatures with hi star-dagger while their beady eyes focused on their weakened prey. He thrust the blade into the meaty body of one on either side, creating a gap they could squeeze through. Several others pounced on the fallen ones, buying Logan and Fallon extra moments and space to slip within the circle.

Fallon gripped Liana’s shoulder, her palm to the woman’s bare flesh. “Go!”

Logan still gripped Fallon’s other hand.

“Logan, touch Barrett’s skin. Anywhere. Just do it!”

Logan complied without question, placing his hand on Barrett’s neck. “Got him.”

A moment later, Liana’s arms were aglow and she was chanting with haunting authority, “Sonus vibris… intumis… intumis… intumis.” The ground began to tremble alarmingly and a deep bass rumble filled the air. Liana took a deep breath and expelled it with one shouted command, “EXOS!”

A concussive wave rippled outward from Liana and slammed into the encircling creatures en masse. Their lumpy bodies exploded. No other word for it. As if they’d each swallowed an armed grenade at the same moment. Riding the outbound waves of Liana’s concussive spell, most of the creatures’ ruptured fleshy matter was blown away from the group. Spindly legs teetered and fell all about them.

A fleeting smiled danced across Barrett’s bloodless lips. “Good stuff, Liana,” he said with grim satisfaction. Then he collapsed.

Logan knelt beside him, shook his face. “Barrett! Barrett, hold on!”

Barrett’s eyes opened, staring upward for a moment before focusing on Logan’s face. “Not bad, kid,” he said. His body tensed, riding out a coughing spasm. “You’ve got potential, Logan. No—doubt about it.”

Liana whispered urgently, “They tore him up, but he kept fighting. Wouldn’t let them get me. He’s dying, Logan. Too many wounds, too much blood loss. We can’t let him—if he dies here his soul could be lost forever.”

“We’ll get you out of here,” Logan said, but his voice was tight. “We’re taking you home.”

Barrett shook his head weakly, defiant to the end. “Forget about me. Get the ladies out… before something else… before it’s too late.”

“Why should I start listening to you now?” Logan said. He turned to Fallon. “Help me.”

She nodded, supporting Barrett’s other side. Together they lifted him upright. Covered in blood, he continued to bleed freely, but refused to let go of his sword.

“How far….d’you think… can carry me, Logan?”

“Far enough,” Logan said. “Liana find a rift. Take us home.”

“I tried, Logan,” Liana said, tears running down her face as she stared at Barrett’s brutalized face and body. “God, I’ve been trying so hard!”

“That’s okay,” Fallon said, reaching out to grasp Liana’s hand. “We’ll find it together.”


Chapter 53

It was Chief Grainger, and not Gideon, who took out Carnifex’s last functioning eye. And he inflicted the critical wound with a titanium driver. After he’d expended his ammunition, he ducked into a sporting goods store and returned with the golf club. When Gideon took a particularly hard spill, Grainger rushed in front of Carnifex and brandished the golf club to distract the demon. Roaring with laugher, Carnifex bent over and, with one massive hand, grabbed Grainger around the waist. Then, as blood-tinged drool spilled between his jagged, mismatched teeth, the demon began to squeeze.

Grimacing in pain, Grainger whacked the titanium club against Carnifex’s face and, with that single blow, pulped his last remaining eye. Blind and shrieking in pain, the demon flung the police chief aside. Grainger slid across the smooth tile floor on his back and slammed into a wooden kiosk with dozens of oil paintings on display. The plywood walls and canvases collapsed on top of him, but not before Thalia caught the look of astonishment in the man’s eyes. After expending every round of ammunition at his disposal, he couldn’t believe a simple golf club had successfully blinded the giant demon. Thalia knew it was a question of will, of weapons simultaneously in contact with wielder and prey. Earth-bound projectile weapons were too remote to counter rift protection. They were inanimate things, lacking the will of the warrior.

Gideon staggered to his feet and called to Thalia, “It’s time! Do it!”

Ambrose had learned from the ancient documents of the millennia-old battle with Carnifex that destroying some of his eyes had weakened the demon, as if diminished sight equated to diminished will to stay on the foreign side of the rift. But the horns were the real anchor, invested with the power to keep Carnifex solid in a world not his own. Thousands of years ago, his horns had been much shorter and the battle turned on the loss of one of those horns.

Thalia raised her arms as she whispered her incantations. Throughout the mall lights winked out and bulbs popped as electricity siphoned out of the building flowed into her spell casting. During the battle she had maintained a primer charge, enough to allow the energy to flow through her easily, but now she would need as much power as she could contain.

The stabbing pain in the back of her eyes became a distant annoyance, and the pressure that squeezed her neck and pounded her head was a toll to be collected later. She remained focused, taking careful aim, imagining she had already struck her target—then she lashed out, as if she was simply fulfilling her own prophecy of destruction.

The jagged blue arc of lightning shot from her extended fingers and battered Carnifex’s head repeatedly, no matter where he turned, or how he attempted to spin away or duck for cover. His sheer size worked against him. He couldn’t hide from her blasts. 

“You can’t do this to me woman!” the demon wailed in incredulous agony. “Not you! Not you! It’s impossible!”

She whispered in fierce determination, “Watch me!”

She had to be sure. There would be no second chances. If she failed, everyone trapped in the mall would die, no matter that Carnifex was blind. He would seek them out by scent alone and make them pay a hideous price for his own suffering. Thalia exhausted the accumulated energy she had stoked within herself, unleashing every last shred of power she could channel at him until, finally, her vision blurred and her legs gave out. Dripping with sweat, she dropped to her knees and gasped for breath.

The rest would depend on Gideon.

Carnifex was groggy, on hands and knees, attempting to recover from multiple lightning strikes. As soon as the last blue sparks popped and fizzled around the demon’s scorched head, Gideon appeared from behind a support column and charged. He launched himself into the air and drove the soles of both feet into the side of the blind demon’s head, rattling his wide skull. Probably an attempt to snap Carnifex’s neck. The blow failed to kill the demon, but Carnifex fell on his side, groaning in renewed pain. Gideon sprang to his feet and drove the point of this sword into the base of the demon’s right corkscrew horn. A normal sword might have skated off the bone. A star-sword however had a special potency against rift crossers. The pointed tip wedged itself deep into Carnifex’s skull. Without hesitating, Gideon rocked the sword upward, as if trying to uproot a diseased bush. Bone cracked and the horn leaned at an extreme angle.

Carnifex roared again, bloody spittle spraying from his hideous mouth. The demon tried to rise, pushing himself up with his left arm.

Gideon wrapped his own left arm around the damaged horn as Carnifex tried to stand. With Gideon’s entire weight dangling from the horn, bone cracked again. Gideon slipped free. The horn dangled like a broken branch on a winter tree. As he fell, Gideon swung his sword overhead in an arc that drove the sharp edge against the last sliver of bone keeping the horn attached to the demon’s skull. The severed horn clattered to the floor.

Thalia tried to rise, pushing up from one knee but lacking the strength to finish the motion. Physically exhausted and magically drained, she was more concerned about the painful pounding in her head. Gideon was halfway through his daunting task, and though Thalia entertained no possibility she could provide further assistance, she was determined to stay focused—to stay awake!—long enough to see the end of it.

Chief Grainger had climbed out of the plywood debris of the oil paintings kiosk, bruised and battered but unbroken. Though he’d lost the golf club, one of the mall patrons handed him a crowbar no doubt recently acquired from the hardware department of one of the department store anchors. When Grainger witnessed Gideon sever one of the demon’s horns, he guessed the rest of the plan and rushed forward gamely, on stiff legs, crowbar held high.

Grainger landed a solid blow against the base of the remaining horn, but the weapon inflicted considerably less damage than Gideon’s off-world sword had. Worse, the demon’s proto-flesh abdomen produced a tentacle that wrapped around Grainger’s forearms and began to crush the bones. Grimacing in pain, he dropped to his knees. The crowbar fell from his numb fingers and clanged against the tiles.

A moment before Grainger’s bones would have succumbed to the increasing pressure, Gideon’s sword sliced through the proto-flesh tentacle. And before Carnifex could form another dangerous appendage out of his unformed abdomen, Gideon drove the point of the blade up through Carnifex’s chin, through the roof of his mouth and into his infernal brain. Driving the demon backward, Gideon climbed on his chest to maintain pressure on the tip of the blade. Carnifex made a mewling, gargling sound. Though his limbs jerked with uncontrollable spasms, the demon lord refused to die.

“The crowbar,” Gideon said. “Quickly! While I have him pinned.”

Grainger picked up the crowbar and slammed the pointed end under the base of the horn. Flesh split but the bone seemed undamaged. “It’s not working!”

“In his weakened state, it will,” Gideon assured him. “Believe that it will. There’s magic in faith as well.”

Grainger nodded, his jaw clenched in determined. He swung the crowbar down again, harder than the first time. And again. Bone cracked. Grainger smiled. “This is for Lintz!” he shouted with the next blow. “And this is for Gossett! You bloodthirsty bastard!” The tip wedged into the skull. Grainger pulled it out and struck again. “For Albano!” Sweat streamed down his face. “Die you stinking filthy son of a bitch!” The horn hung at a right angle. Grainger tossed aside the crowbar, grabbed the pendulous horn and twisted it around in two complete rotations until it broke free of the skull.

Carnifex’s teeth had savaged his own lips. Blood—his own now—flowed freely down either side of his wide, distorted face. When the second horn broke loose, the demon’s flesh sagged. The gargling sounds from his throat changed, became more distinct, an attempt at articulation. Curious, Gideon pulled his sword out of the demon’s head. And Carnifex spoke in wet, strangled words, “Know this…human. You have…won nothing! This…is not… over.”

Gideon scoffed. “Sure looks like the end to me.”

“You have…no idea…what is…coming for…. Master…?”

With a massive, quaking shudder, the demon’s body began to shrivel. Carnifex’s flesh became dry and powdery, sloughing off his enormous skeleton. Then the bones themselves became brittle, cracking and breaking under their own weight, transforming into a gray dust that vanished before it had time to accumulate on the mall floor. Eventually, all that remained of the hell lord were the two severed horns. 

As Gideon collected the horns, Thalia thought they too might fade away, to cease to exist in the human world, and yet they remained after everything else was gone. Thalia finally had enough energy to stand. She took tentative steps forward, each movement at great cost. The pounding in her head felt like a vise tightening against her skull until she thought her bones would collapse under the pressure.

A shimmering vision appeared.

Four people emerged from a floating rift. Another step forward, squinting against the darkness that fogged her sight. Familiar faces. Logan and Fallon and they had brought back the others. Liana was crying but alive. Alive! Thank God! For a moment the crushing pain was relieved by her joy, but only for a moment. Logan and Fallon carried a limp burden, a man covered in blood and missing an arm. She recognized his face the same moment she watched him die.

Grainger hurried to Liana, took her hands in his with a relieved smile on his blood-streaked face, hugged her briefly, and then stepped back with a little more decorum. Liana nodded gratefully but her face was drawn, her expression lost.

Silent tears ran down Thalia’s face. She stumbled forward, reaching out toward them, knowing that the nightmare never really ended. A brief remission, not a cure. Hadn’t she known all along? Lied to herself to get through the day, to be there when Liana breathed the air of her own world again. Before… before…

She wanted to run to Liana, to hold her close one last time while the whole was more than jumbled pieces, but she could barely walk. She leaned forward and said in a small singsong voice, “Twinkle, twinkle, little star…” She gasped in sudden pain. “How I wonder… wonder what…? Why…?”

She tumbled forward into darkness, beyond pain.

And her world shattered again.


Chapter 54

Logan was certain Barrett had clung to life long enough to step through the rift. With the first fresh breath of earth air inside him, Barrett had sagged in Logan’s and Fallon’s arms. At first, Logan prayed he was simply unconscious, but as they laid him down, Logan saw his wide but sightless blue eyes, and the muscular echo of a grim smile fading from his lips. Then a clang as the sword finally slipped from the warrior’s grasp.

From that point onward, Logan became numb to his surroundings and to the bustle of activity around him. If the battle in the mall had not already ended, he would likely have been the next casualty. Fallon watched him strangely but he couldn’t find any words. He simply stared. Liana, already distraught, seemed surprised by Grainger’s attention, and then cried out when Thalia collapsed. She rushed to her fallen sister’s side. Logan feared that Thalia had died as well, but couldn’t prod himself to inquire. He stared and thought he might continue to stare forever.

Fallon wrapped an arm around his waist and directed him toward Gideon and Grainger, both wounded, neither seriously. They, at least, would live.

When somebody shouted that the doors were working again, hundreds of people streamed out of stores, popping out of hiding places with faces that were masks of shock and horror. He wondered what they would remember. How many of them would accept what they saw? How many would remember only the explosion and attribute it to a bomb, or a terrorist attack, assuming a hallucinatory agent had been involved? How many had simply cowered in the dark, waiting for the unknown horror to pass? 

Thalia was awake again, but seemed to be babbling or singing a children’s song or a lullaby. Logan had trouble focusing on the words. People around him shouted in what seemed a foreign language.

Grainger barked orders on his epaulet radio.

Minutes later—or maybe it was hours later—more police and emergency workers arrived. They searched for and attended to the injured first. But most who had suffered injuries had died, except for a few struck early by flying debris. Not many who had come into physical contact with the Reaper of Flesh would live to tell about it. The EMS crews collected bodies. And body parts.

Logan sat beside Fallon on the low wall near the wishing fountain and thought it was much too late for wishes. She looked at him and spoke softly, but had to ask the question twice before he could parse her words. “Has it ever been this bad?”

He shook his head.

“Remember when you said you would never let me go?”

Slow nod. Seemed like a long time ago.

She took his face in her hands and the pleasant rush seemed far away, as if dulled by a shot of Novocain. “Well, I won’t let you go either.”

Tears brimmed in his eyes.

She tucked his head against the side of her neck. “I’m sorry.”

“I know,” he whispered.

“We did all we could.”

“I know,” Logan said, “but he died in our arms.”

“We brought him home, Logan. We gave him that at least.”

“You know what mine is? My greatest fear? My own personal hell?”

“Logan, you don’t have to talk about that.”

“You should know,” Logan said. “I owe you that.” He stroked her raven-black hair for a moment, trying to muster the courage to tell her what he feared most. “My fear is that I will lead my family, everyone in the world that I love, to their deaths. That my talent is really a curse that will doom them all.” He took a deep breath and the long exhalation racked his body like a feverish chill. “Even you.”

“Logan, you are not the Pied Piper of Doom,” Fallon said. She lifted his face and stared into his eyes. “Listen to me. Your fear is as unfounded as mine was. Your talent—yes, talent—has saved lives. More than once. And if not for you, those spider creatures would have killed Liana too. We found her in time because of your talent. You can’t ignore that.”

“You helped me,” Logan said. “Boosted me.”

“We help each other,” Fallon said. “As we were meant to. That’s why we’re all here.”

Logan watched Liana leading Thalia out of the mall. The latter woman’s head was down and she was wringing her hands while she babbled about forgetting something, something she should never forget, but it was oh so hard to remember. Liana spoke to her in a comforting tone, trying to calm her agitated state.

“Thalia held off the darkness long enough to help Gideon and Grainger defeat Carnifex,” Fallon said.

“I think she knew it lurked inside her,” Logan said. “And kept it at bay as long as she could.”

“I’ll try again, Logan,” Fallon said, placing her hand over his. “I’ll keep trying until I find a way to remove the darkness.”

Gideon walked beside the stretcher transporting Barrett. The sheet draped over his body was stained red in several spots. Before they wheeled Barrett away, Gideon lowered the sheet and said goodbye to his brother, kissing his cheek, gripping his arm, and squeezing his hand. “Proud of you, little brother,” Gideon said with a quaver in his voice. “Never said that enough. But it was always in my heart.” He released a shuddering breath, replaced the sheet, covering Barrett’s face again, and addressed the paramedic pushing the stretcher. “He was a hero. You take care of him.” The paramedic nodded solemnly and rolled the burdened stretcher toward the exit.

Logan and Fallon slipped off the wall and fell in stride with Gideon, who now carried two swords and had the demon’s horns tucked in his belt. “Brutal day,” Gideon said, his tone carefully measured. Logan nodded, once again at a loss for words. “But we did good here,” Gideon continued. “All of us. Let’s never forget that.”

Logan spoke, but the words came from Ambrose. “In umbra ambulamus.”

“Yes, we walk in shadows,” Gideon said, nodding. “But we walk in shadows to defend the light.”



Liana escorted Thalia into the Walker house. Gideon volunteered to brief Ambrose so that Logan could drive Fallon home. “You’ve been to hell and back,” Gideon said before stepping out into the pouring rain. “Literally. You deserve a break.”

Logan climbed into the driver’s seat of the conversion van; Fallon moved up beside him to the passenger seat. Neither spoke, but the silence between them was companionable. The rhythmic swishing of the windshield wipers had a soothing effect. But not for long. Logan drove below the speed limit toward her house, the needle on the speedometer dipping as his unease grew. Carnifex is dead, Logan thought. The rift closed with him. So what’s wrong?

“Logan? Are you okay?” He glanced at her and quickly looked away. “Logan, your hands are trembling on the steering wheel. Tell me!”

He turned the corner onto her street. Flashing red lights washed across the white van, streaked across Logan’s field of vision, transforming the falling rain into an unending splash of blood.

Fallon’s eyes grew wide. She leaned forward in her seat, staring in shock and disbelief.

The bike lay in the middle of the road, undamaged.

“No,” Fallon whimpered.

The rusted blue Ford pickup had swerved to avoid the bike’s rider. The front end had smashed into a utility poll. A group of people had clustered under umbrellas on the far side of the street. A mother clutched her crying son to her chest, his bike helmet askew.

“Oh, God—no!”

Fallon released her seatbelt buckle and jumped out of the van before Logan could park. She stumbled on the slick ground, caught her balance, and darted past the police car. The police officer at the scene raised his arm to stop her, but she struggled to get past him.

“That’s my father!” Fallon screamed hysterically. “My father!”

In his haste to park, Logan ran the right front tire up onto the curb. He rushed after Fallon, hoping to spare her the sight he knew awaited her.

Voices from the crowd filtered through to him. “—way too fast.” “—wasn’t paying attention.” “—no seatbelt.”

Logan approached the pickup truck from a wide angle. Saw the shattered windshield streaked with blood. And the familiar figure slumped over the steering wheel. The precise image he had glimpsed when he’d glanced at Fallon’s face in the van. What he’d seen in the vision, but couldn’t see from his current vantage point were the bottles of beer which had shattered against the dashboard on impact.

The police officer was holding onto Fallon as she strained to reach her father. “Help him! You have to help him! Call somebody!”

“I’m sorry, miss,” he said compassionately. “It’s too late.”

Fallon turned wild eyes toward Logan, her tears lost in the rain. “Tell him, Logan! Please tell him. This isn’t right! It can’t be right.”

Logan took her in his arms and held her. As long as she needed him, he would hold her. And keep his promise.


Epilogue

“What do you suppose he meant at the end?” Gideon asked. “We’d defeated him but it almost seemed as if he was gloating.”

Ambrose shrugged. “Perhaps Carnifex was unwilling to admit defeat. When he had nothing else with which to fight, he uttered vague, empty threats. He dealt in fear, after all.” A plausible explanation, Ambrose thought. But Carnifex’s final words troubled him as well. Another puzzle to solve, but best that the others take time to recuperate and not worry about the horrors tomorrow might bring.

“What should we do with those?” Gideon said, pointing to the two corkscrew horns resting side by side on a muslin cloth on Ambrose’s mahogany desk. “I’d suggest incineration.”

“That they remained in our world after Carnifex’s death and disappearance would seem to indicate that they deserve further study.”

“Knock yourself out,” Gideon said with a dismissive wave of his hand. He glanced sideways through the office doorway. “It’s been two weeks. Has Liana noticed any change in Thalia’s condition?”

“None, I’m afraid,” Ambrose said, rubbing his jaw as he continued to examine the horns. “No worse than before Fallon’s healing, but no better.”

“Could Fallon try again?” Gideon asked. “Maybe it will—I don’t know—stick the second time.”

“Perhaps,” Ambrose said. “Considering the circumstances of her father’s recent passing, I’ve waited to ask her. My hope is that, given time, she will approach us.”

“And Logan?”

“He’ll come around,” Ambrose said. “He performed admirably under pressure, but this… this was the worst incursion he’s ever seen.”

“Goes for all of us,” Gideon said bitterly.

“Quite,” Ambrose said. “Tragedy has a way of haunting you. I doubt any of us will fully recover from this incident. There is that in Logan, as well, but I also sense he doesn’t believe it’s over. Considering the nature of his dousing talent, we would be wise to assume he is again a credible harbinger of doom.”

“I’d certainly feel better if those horns had vanished.”

“In themselves, the horns should pose little threat,” Ambrose said, patting them almost reverently. “But they may provide valuable insight into what is to come.” He cleared his throat and returned his attention to Gideon. “Have you spoken with Chief Grainger lately?”

Gideon shook his head. “No. I think he’s had his fill of Walkers for a good long while. But, I have to admit, he was a real asset out there. ”

“And yet it would be wonderful if we never again required his assistance.” Reserving the riddle of the bones for another day, Ambrose rolled the corkscrew horns up in the broad sheet of muslin. “But there are no guarantees.”



“Oh, Thalia, why won’t you come back to us?” Liana asked her sister. “Why can’t you come back?”

Thalia had returned to her attic studio, wearing her smock once more as she painted a scene from the mall, or at least her interpretation of it. Oil on canvas. Above the fallen, crumbling Carnifex, a shimmering oblong in the air, and a woman’s face emerging from that depiction of the rift. Liana’s face. Thalia was obsessing over the details of the face. And the light around the face shone like a halo.

The others had told her about Thalia’s mind resurfacing. Miraculously, she’d come back long enough to help defeat Carnifex and to aid in Liana’s return. But the moment she knew Liana was safely home, Thalia had slipped back into her personal darkness, her mind once again a frightened jumble of fear. Liana thought bitterly, A miracle with an expiration date.

“I’m here, Thalia,” Liana said, standing beside her. She reached out and touched Thalia’s free hand and felt it twitch in her light grasp. “I miss you. And I wasn’t here for you when you came back.” She sighed in frustration and regret. “Now you’re so far away again. Wish I knew what to do. Won’t you come back again? For me?”

The camel hair paint brush slipped from Thalia’s hand and plopped to the bare wooden floor. A solitary tear coursed down Thalia’s cheek, but her gaze remained distant and unfocused.

“I know, honey,” Liana said and hugged her sister fiercely. “I’m sorry.” She patted her back. “I know you need me. And I’m here for you now. Never forget that.”



Hal Conrad switched off the engine of the silver rental Taurus. In his mid-forties, Hal was trim but watching his weight as his metabolism slowed. He lived on the west coast where everyone he met seemed health conscious and youth obsessed to a fault. He had a light youthful spray of freckles across the bridge of his sharp nose, but his sandy hair exhibited an advanced case of male pattern baldness that seemed to add a few years to his age. Nevertheless, his return to the east coast was temporary. Long enough to inventory the contents of the house, to decide what they would keep and what they would discard. Once that was done, they would sell the house and never come back again. He’d promised her.

Taking a deep breath, Hal turned to his daughter and said, “You don’t have to do this. You can wait in the car.”

Chelsea Conrad shook her head, raised a trembling hand to her face, and brushed a strand of dirty-blond hair from her brown eyes. Those eyes rarely shifted or focused on what was in front of her. They seemed turned inward, obsessed with images they could never forget, atrocities that had scarred her retinas as well as her mind. “You won’t know,” she said plaintively. “What I want to keep. I won’t know…until I see for myself.”

“All right, Chelsea, but if you need to leave, at any time, for any reason, let me know and I’ll bring you back outside. I won’t leave you alone in there. Okay?” 

She nodded.

“Okay, then,” Hal said, slapping the thighs of his Dockers before climbing out of the car. From the backseat he grabbed an empty suitcase and a legal pad. They would take some items, jewelry mostly, with them. The paper was to make a list of what they would place in storage and what they would try to sell or simply leave for the new owners.

Hal tucked the pad under his arm and reached for Chelsea’s hand. He was almost surprised when she took it. She hadn’t held his hand since grade school. One look at her distraught face and he thought maybe he should have come alone after all. “You okay?”

She gulped, nodded slowly.

They walked toward the sprawling Tudor home as if the front yard concealed landmines. A local contractor had replaced the damaged door and doorjamb, but the wood remained unpainted. Hal set the suitcase down and released his daughter’s hand to fish the key out of his right hip pocket. He fitted the key to the Schlage lock, but paused to look over his shoulder. “We’ll make this quick. I pr—”

Numb fingers slipped off the inserted key. His heart raced, thudding hammer blows in his chest. His mouth was dry. He’d only released her hand a moment ago. “Chelsea? Chelsea, what is it? What’s wrong?”

Her eyes had rolled back in their sockets. He saw only the whites. A line of drool slid down from the right corner of her mouth, dangling from her slack chin. She stood with her hands at her sides, utterly silent, swaying slightly as he watched in horror.

“Chelsea, no! What’s wrong?”

He rushed to her side, grabbed her arms. Her head lolled to the side. A weak sigh escaped her lips a moment before her legs buckled. Moaning in dismay, he supported her weight, lowering her gently to the ground, kneeling beside her and speaking rapidly, “Chelsea, wake up, honey. Don’t do this, baby. Chelsea, come back to me. Wake up. Wake up now…”



School was over. Graduation was past. That simpler rite of passage had come and gone with little fanfare. Summer had arrived. The days were becoming longer, but the nights offered little hope of restful sleep. Logan felt as if he was marking time, stuck in an emotional winter and no suitable companion for the current season.

He found her at the cemetery, kneeling before the fresh grave, the rectangular plot of dirt marking her father’s final resting place. Logan placed the bouquet of flowers he’d brought next to hers at the head of the grave before joining her at the foot, sitting quietly together on the grass. Logan respected her silence, waiting to see if she wanted to talk. And although he wanted to take her hand, he waited to see if she wanted to be touched, especially by him, under the present circumstances.

After a long time, she said, “Stupid beer run, you know. The one thing I couldn’t do for him.” She sniffled lightly. “Police thought he was DUI. Because of the beer bottles in the truck.”

Logan shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t know that.”

“They were wrong,” Fallon said defiantly. “His blood alcohol level was way under the limit. But I doubted him. Thought maybe he had been drinking and driving too fast. That his drinking was almost responsible for a child’s death.” She wiped fresh tears from her eyes. “I was actually relieved that he was only drunk enough to kill himself. Isn’t that awful of me? I’m a rotten daughter for thinking that.”

“No,” Logan said. “It’s one thing to pay for our own mistakes. Another when those mistakes affect innocent people. What happened to your father is horrible, but it could have been worse. You recognized that.” The same sentiment applied to the mall tragedy. Though many had died, Logan kept reminding himself how much worse it could have been. But Barrett had been right. There are no acceptable losses. Only losses we learn to accept.

“It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” Fallon said. “He was happy again. We finally had a reason to be happy. He had a job lined up and he could imagine the future again. I know he—he really wanted that. He was ready to live again…” She reached out, fumbling for Logan’s hand and held it tight. Instead of the swoop and tingle, he felt her raw emotion wash over, waves of grief and despair. “Why, Logan? Why did this have to happen?”

“It’s the worst lesson to learn, Fallon,” he said, tears brimming in his own eyes now. “Life isn’t fair. Sometimes the innocent suffer. No rhyme or reason.” He raised her hand to his mouth and gently kissed her fingers, watching her through blurred vision and desperately wishing he could take away her pain.

“No, not fair at all,” she said. “I’ve lost them both. I’m an orphan now. An eighteen-year-old orphan, so maybe that just makes me a big baby.” She chuckled bitterly. “I have no one else now.”

“You know that’s not true, Fallon.”

She squeezed his hand and nodded. “He was happy, at least.”

“Yes,” Logan said softly. “It’s probably cold comfort, but…”

“What?” she asked, searching his eyes for some sign of what he hesitated to say. “That he was happy before he died?”

“Ambrose always says, ‘Anima spes est.’ Life is hope,” Logan told her. “And your father was filled with hope at the end… think how much better that is, than to have been overwhelmed by despair.”

She smiled slowly, enabling a gradual transformation of her stricken features, as the sun slips out from behind the shadow of dark thunderheads. “You’re right,” she said. “But I still feel awful.”

“I know.”

“I imagine you do, Logan,” she said. “More than I realized. And I haven’t been there for you lately, have I?”

“Understandable,” Logan said. “There’s been so much loss lately. We find our own ways to cope. But, with each passing day, we move back toward balance. The pain is always there, but eventually it stops defining us.”

Fallon placed her free hand against the warm ground at the foot of her father’s grave and whispered, “Good-bye, Dad. Our lives were hard…” Her fingers pressed into the soil. And her tears fell, splashing the bare ground around the imprint of her hand. “But I’ll never forget the happy times. At the end, you made me remember. I’ll always love you, Dad.”

She turned to Logan and tucked her face against the side of his neck. Her fresh tears were hot against his skin; her fading sobs were the tremors of loss, early steps in a long passage to acceptance. Finally, she looked up, and though her eyes were moist she displayed a brave smile.

“C’mon,” she said, rising abruptly and tugging on his hand to help him stand.

The adjoining plot, covered with grass, and marked by a flat granite headstone, belonged to her mother. Fallon paused there a moment. “Mom,” she said, her voice constricted by regret, “I wish you could have unraveled the mystery of your life in time. So you could have understood and accepted how special you were. I hope, at least, that you knew you were special to Dad and me. Life has never been the same without you. But I hope you’ve found peace. Love you, Mom.”

She sighed and turned to Logan. “Feel like going for a walk?”

“Sure. Any particular destination in mind?”

After a moment’s consideration, she shook her head. “No. For now, just walking is enough.”

“Just walking is fine.”

Hand in hand they strolled in companionable silence along the winding tree-lined path of the cemetery. As they emerged from the shade of one particular stately elm, Fallon said, “So, what you do think? Any hope for someone like me?”

“You asked me that once before.”

“And you never answered.”

Logan smiled. “No?”

“Nope,” she said lightly, “not a peep.”

“Yes.”

“That’s it? I waited all this time for a simple ‘yes’?”

Logan stepped in front of her, taking both of her hands in his, and looked into her lovely jade green eyes. “The first time I saw your face across that crowded classroom, I couldn’t see anything else but hope. In so many ways, you represent hope to me.”

“I do?”

“You give me hope that life is worth living.”

She grinned, and had that familiar twinkle in her eyes. “Ooh, good answer!”

For Logan Walker, it was the only answer that mattered.
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