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	DAY ONE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Their rising all at once was as the sound

	Of thunder heard remote

	– MILTON, Paradise Lost

	Book II, 1.476

	 


Chapter 1

	Something Shaky Going On

	 

	A sharp, violent crack preceded a deafening boom. Jill Cassidy’s eyes snapped opened and a split second later the earth began to buck and heave. Earthquake!

	She clung, knuckles white, to her mattress as it tried to toss her into the air. The shaking was so violent, there was nothing to do but hold on for dear life and pray. Smothering her face in her pillow, wild thoughts collided in her brain. What if the window next to her shattered? What if the building collapsed? Where’s her cat? Please, God, make this shaking stop.

	Her silent pleas went unanswered as the quake intensified. Only seconds had passed, but it felt like an eternity. Shattering glass and falling debris added another layer of sound to the already deafening rumble. How long could this earthquake possibly last?

	Think, she commanded her brain. What was the point of being a geology major if she couldn’t analyze a quake? The rolling feel hadn’t begun right after the initial jolt, so the epicenter wasn’t under her bed though it felt like it. Crap! This wasn’t helping. Her concentration broke apart. She was going to die.

	The earth quieted as quickly as it had fractured the hot Southern California night. Jill’s breaths panted out and only the sound of her pounding heart filled her ears. Gradually, as her racing pulse slowed, sounds crept into her awareness. Transformers popped and exploded in the distance. Car alarms wailed, dogs howled and neighbors shouted to each other.

	Jill released her death grip on the mattress, unclenching her fingers one by one and hesitantly sat up, peeking around the bedroom. The sliver of moonlight sifted through her cracked window and sheer curtains severed the darkness. Like some bad magician’s tablecloth trick gone awry, everything in the room was tossed and scattered on the floor. Items on her desktop were swept clean off. Drawers crammed with junk had vacated the unscathed desk frame and purged their contents in every direction. The framed photo of her at Vasquez Rocks, a petroglyph wall clock and her father’s rugby pennant, as well as the hand-made quilt from her mother, had abandoned their hooks and nails on the wall. She glanced through the open bathroom door and numbly noticed the lid to the water tank was a good three feet away from the toilet. How was that even possible?

	She took a couple of deep breaths, relieved to find herself in one piece and uninjured. Crawling off the bed, Jill stood. She picked her way to the bedroom door and peered at the fallen bookcase wedging the door shut. Trapped. Her pulse raced again as she fought back panic. Times like these, she wished for a roommate. Preferably the strong male type.

	She hesitated as a new and horrible thought crossed her mind. Visions of her cat crushed underneath the bookcase and debris consumed her.

	“Methos?” Her eyes filled with tears. Blinking, she forced them back.

	Adrenaline rushed through her as she struggled with the empty shelves until she was finally able to prop it against the wall. It teetered and settled into place. Tearing through the books, she released a sigh of relief. No twitching tail. No crushed body. No Methos. Just a messy pile of books.

	She shoved the fallen books aside and forced open the door to squeeze her tall, lanky frame into the pitch-black hallway. Warily she stepped forward, feeling along the walls to guide her down the corridor. Her fingers moved over cracks and bumps in the plaster, the bizarre Braille described the damage inflicted by the quake. She swallowed, trying to wet her dry throat.

	The moonlight brightened as she reached the end of the hallway. She lowered her arms and hugged herself. Surveying her living room, Jill let her eyes adjust to the light filtering through the skewed blinds. Stepping over more scattered books, a lamp and an upended table, she carefully made her way to the other side, but it was too dark to see at this end of her condo. Remembering her emergency flashlight by the hallway, she returned and grabbed it. Snapping it on, a gasp escaped her. The ravaged kitchen matched her damaged bedroom.

	Threading her way across the room she stood at the kitchen’s entrance in shock. Broken plates, dishes and glassware littered the floor and countertops—the cupboards and drawers had spewed out their entire belongings. In the middle of the destruction, she noticed a perfectly preserved, porcelain teacup sitting upright on the floor. An island of peace among the debris. She shook her head and then glanced at her feet. Barefoot. She was lucky she hadn’t been cut to ribbons.

	“Meooow.”

	“Oh, God. Methos!” Jill glanced once again at her feet then spun and hurried back through her living room to reach the front door. After slipping on a pair of sneakers, she ran back across the room. She clipped the corner of the kitchen table, stumbled into a chair and lost her balance, falling to the floor as the chair crashed down beside her.

	“Shit!” Her hands and knees crunched onto broken glass shards, one piece slicing into her palm. She pulled the small sliver out. While sucking on her palm, she untangled herself from the chair and paused a moment to catch her breath then grabbed the flashlight she dropped. Jill groped her way up, stood and rubbed her knee as small glass fragments fell from her jeans. “Damn, that hurt.”

	She turned and faced the kitchen. “Methos?” She listened, but didn’t hear her cat.

	“Methos. Come on, damn it, answer me. Methos, where are you?” She paused, straining to listen before entering the cooking area, broken dishes and glassware crunched beneath her feet. She froze. Had she heard something? “Methos?”

	There. A muffled meow.

	“Methos, it’s okay,” Jill crooned. She shone her light in open cupboards and began reaching for the closed cabinet doors. She opened one, crouched low and shined the beam into a far corner of a back cabinet. Methos scrunched himself into the tiniest ball, his eyes wide and body trembling. He mewed pitifully.

	“That’s okay, sweetheart. I’m scared too. It’s all right.” She reached for the shivering ball of fluff, pulled him out and clutched him tightly to her chest. Smothering her face against his soft furred neck, Jill fought back tears as she trembled.

	****

	High on the bluff in the Angeles National Forest, an aristocratic figure stared down his aquiline nose deep into a ravine at the newly opened fissure in the earth. Patiently waiting, he glanced at the now darkened city in the distance as a slight breeze stirred his long hair.

	Soon his plan would bear its first fruit. He took a deep breath and turned his face toward the heavens. With all the artificial light gone, the stars had burst forth in prolific glory, shining through patches of clear sky in the smoky horizon.

	A movement drew the watcher’s attention. He looked back at the cracked earth.

	Silent as mist, they began to emerge. The ground appeared to move, coming alive, as if it had liquefied. A new ocean formed, waves rippling in all directions. Shapeless, bodiless, the black entities oozed up out of the crack. An aftershock rumbled deep in the earth and the fissure gaped larger, allowing more of the creatures access to the night’s air. In the glittering starlight, the valley filled with a lifeform the Earth hadn’t seen in thousands of years.

	Kyran smiled as he watched. The creatures paid him no attention as he stood high upon the cliff. They quickly outgrew the small clearing below.

	“Go,” he willed. “Go and feed.”

	The dark swirling mass drifted toward the unsuspecting city, even as more creatures continued to issue forth.

	Kyran turned and walked away, leaving the ravine and its nightmares behind. Smiling to himself, pleased with his night’s work, he knew humanity had reached its end. The time of the Fae had arrived.

	 


Chapter 2

	Strange Happenings

	 

	Thomas Rainer slammed the door as he slid behind the wheel of his old black Passat. With an explosive sigh of disgust, he leaned against the headrest.

	It figures. It just figures. Finally some real news and he couldn’t even get into the damn press conference. What did he expect working for a crap rag?

	The California Institute of Technology briefing held by Dr. Kate, the local earthquake expert, drew tons of reporters. Television equipment packed the room, leaving no space for him. He wasn’t about to hang outside with the rest of the losers who hadn’t made it in.

	Thomas hoped he had the jump on his colleagues, proud of the way his instincts kicked into high gear. At the first shake, he scrambled into clothes lying on the floor, grabbed his press credentials from the Valley View News, and raced across town toward Pasadena. He braved nonfunctioning traffic lights, emergency vehicles and ignored speed limits, but he still didn’t get to Caltech fast enough. Damn all f—ing L.A. reporters. He should have known they’d beat him to the punch. After all, with “Storm Watch” this and “Storm Watch” that bullshit for the tiniest drip of moisture, “Quake Watch” couldn’t have been far behind.

	But what really pissed him off was Jeff Conrad—that idiot—had actually gotten in. Conrad had left Valley View for the goofy KTLA morning television news show. An on-camera gig. He shook his head as he tried to fathom how someone like Conrad could gain entrance to the press conference and not him. There was not a single explanation, good or bad.

	When the so-called professionals lounging outside the building had started playing the favorite California game of “guess the Richter Scale,” his New York sensibilities hit overload. He went to his car to regroup.

	Moving to California a couple of years ago had sounded like a fabulous idea. He wanted to be a well-known, well-respected foreign correspondent for the likes of the Washington Post or the New York Times. He envisioned himself in the Middle East covering the war, or in China working on a series of human rights stories. He was even ahead of his agenda when he landed a job as a junior-ranked reporter at the Times. If it hadn’t been for that one lousy article and his attack of conscience, he’d still be there. Instead, doing the right thing had gotten his ass fired. He’d never make that mistake again. Thomas glared through his windshield.

	Afterward, even sleazy tabloids wouldn’t hire him. The journalistic world was small and the Times, or someone else—he grimaced at the thought—had put the word out, making him persona non grata. He had almost resigned himself to flipping burgers when the job offer as lead investigative reporter for the Valley View News in California came his way. He couldn’t believe his luck. Who cared if it was a small fish? What the hell. Eternal sun, surf and girls, were just what the doctor ordered. A land of promise, far away from New York and his failure.

	“Okay,” Thomas brainstormed out loud. “Think. Use your gray matter. Who cares if you can’t get to Dr. Kate?” He smiled as his brown eyes stared back in the rearview mirror. Everyone else will be quoting her. Find a different angle, something to set your story apart.

	He ran his fingers through his spiked hair as he tried to organize his thoughts, when it came to him—Dr. Mitchell. Dr. Craig Mitchell. The resident geologist at Strathaven College.

	Thomas started his car and cranked up the air conditioner. He was already beginning to sweat. What a freaky state. It was October, for crying out loud. In New York, the leaves would be turning and there would be a certain crispness to the air. But here, it still felt like summer. Climate change indeed. Man, it had to be eighty degrees already and it was only nine in the morning. Maybe that was his hook? In one of his first assignments for the Valley View, Thomas interviewed Mitchell about the commonly held myth linking earthquakes and unseasonably high temperatures. Though when you have an annual brush fire season carrying triple digits, could you really count today’s high temps as unseasonal? Who cares? It gave him an angle hopefully no one else had.

	He pulled out of the parking lot, determined now. He’d get his story and show these L.A. geeks a little N.Y. reporting muscle.

	****

	Sighing, Jill swept the last broken pieces of glass onto the dustpan. She inspected her now clean kitchen with satisfaction. Dumping the debris into the trash, she turned and shuffled into the living room.

	She plopped down on the couch and placed a comforting hand atop Methos’s carrier. Glancing inside, she was pleased to see he had eaten some food.

	“Feeling a little better, boy?”

	Methos opened one eye slightly and “acked” at her.

	Jill chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

	She closed her eyes and leaned back, trying to relax and think of normal things. Her neighbors had come and checked on her and she had finally gotten through to her mom on the landline phone. With the electricity out and phone lines down, the few remaining circuits of communication were jammed. Her cell phone hadn’t helped since it had crappy reception in her condo.

	Her thoughts flitted to the Geology 602 test she graded yesterday for the professor. The essay question compared and contrasted the Richter and Mercalli Scales. Kind of appropriate now. Dr. Mitchell must be psychic.

	God, I hope he’s okay. She heard there was damage on campus. Doc practically lived at Strathaven College and it wouldn’t be unusual for him to be there that early. He had been both a friend and mentor to her since her first geology general ed class.

	The aftershocks were beginning to space themselves apart, which was a minor relief. Though she knew the scientific reasons behind earthquakes, they still bothered her. Knowing the answers didn’t make her any safer.

	Her small peace was shattered with the familiar ring of her cell phone. She shoved her purse off the end table, while getting her phone.

	“Hello,” she gasped out, hoping her reception held.

	“Jill?” A faint voice replied, cutting in and out. “Jill, are you there?”

	“Doc, is that you? Are you all right?”

	“Thank God I got you. You have to listen,” Dr. Mitchell begged. “You were there. You’ll believe.”

	“Believe what?”

	“Come to the campus. The quake, the quake wasn’t real.”

	“Real? What are you talking about? I can’t get to the campus—”

	“Jill, please,” Mitchell shouted. “You must come. The man, the one you saw. It’s him!”

	“Doc, you’re not making sense.”

	“We need help. The campus, Jill, come to the lecture hall,” he insisted as his voice began to waver in and out of reception.

	“But Doc…”

	The Professor’s voice broke in, garbled and then stopped.

	The call went dead.

	****

	Only Alden saw Kyran slip out through the concealed entrance. Kyran left the Enclave with frequency these days, which in itself was odd, since rarely did anyone leave the Enclave, at least not on a daily basis. He worried, fearing Kyran’s motives. Standing there undecided, he wondered if he should follow. He sighed in disgust. Reporting Kyran would be pointless.

	Often those who see the problem are best set to solve the problem. A saying his teacher had often reminded him to heed. He stepped outside. “But why am I the only one to see the problem?” he muttered as he tracked Kyran.

	Concealed within the trees’ shadows, Alden’s sharp eyes spotted Kyran already halfway down the steep hillside. With sinewy grace equal to Kyran’s, he silently made his way down setting a parallel course.

	Alden hated the fact they looked so similar. Similar enough they could have been brothers, possibly twins. Each had tall, slight, athletic builds and black hair to their shoulders. On closer inspection differences could be discerned. Kyran had a reddish tint to his hair where his was pure jet-black. Their eyes, too, were different colors—his green versus Kyran’s softer lavender gray. But the most telling differences were internal. They never agreed on politics, a problem growing with each passing year. Kyran’s human hating was reaching new heights.

	Alden was determined to stop him. But first, he needed to find out what was going on.

	Kyran reached the paved road, paused and then confidently stepped out onto the city streets, blending into the pedestrian traffic.

	Soon after, Alden stepped into the flow and continued the chase.

	****

	They kept to the shadows, the places of darkness all the cities had even during high noon. Undulating, flowing and oozing, they remained unseen by the world around them. They chose it to be so. With intent and purpose in their malevolent minds, they held to a single goal. Feed. Grow. Dominate. The world was theirs once more.

	The homeless man shifted, trying to find relief for his aging bones and respite from the blazing heat. He scrunched tighter between the dumpster and alley wall, angling the cardboard overhead for more protection.

	The old man’s breath froze, as icy tendrils of fear traced down his spine. He hadn’t heard a noise or seen a motion. It was a doomed sense. A deep primitive intuition telling him his life was in danger.

	They came without warning. Slithering from beneath the dumpster, dropping from the eaves and seeping from the gaps in the mortar of the wall. They came without sound.

	The man couldn’t see individual shapes or forms. A withering blanket of darkness surrounded him from all directions.

	The derelict tried to scream, but terror constricted his throat. The creatures covered him, making him disappear in the now bleak alley. The old man couldn’t struggle, couldn’t move, as they attached themselves, feeding, feasting.

	They were hungry.

	 


Chapter 2

	Rumble On Campus

	 

	All circuits are busy. If Jill never heard that phrase again, she would die a happy woman. Frustrated and worried about Mitchell, she tried repeatedly to get in touch with him. He sounded so weird, practically babbling on the phone. Fearing he must have suffered a head injury during the quake, Jill reached the only decision she could have. She let Methos out of his carrier and headed out the door.

	She pushed her ten-year-old Honda Civic to the max, throwing caution to the wind. This is absolutely crazy. She picked her way across surface streets. Traffic lights were still out and drivers plowed recklessly through intersections, adding more chaos to an already scary situation. Accelerating through another crossing, she realized she was as guilty as the rest but her mounting concern for Dr. Mitchell left no room for care.

	Finally reaching the freeway, Jill gunned the engine as her thoughts focused on Doc. Amidst all the panic from the quake, this morning’s phone call had triggered a memory. A time out in the field about a month ago.

	She had been on the far side below the ridge collecting sediment samples and had made her way back when she paused below the edge of the ridge. Shading her eyes against the sun, she spotted the professor. Jill was about to wave and call out, when she suddenly stood quiet. Mitchell hadn’t been alone.

	She couldn’t identify the stranger next to him. The sun silhouetted both figures. The man was tall, easily taller than the six-foot professor. He was lean and strangely graceful, predator-like in his movements. They appeared to be arguing, both men gesturing emphatically. Apprehension filled her. The professor needed her. Though extremely fit for his age, he was in his seventies and she hadn’t liked the way the other man moved. For no reason but instinct, she thought things could turn violent. At a dead run, she ascended the path to the ridgetop, her worry escalating with each footfall. She halted when she attained the summit, finding the professor standing alone. It had taken her a few minutes, five at the most, to reach the peak, but the stranger was gone.

	“Doc, are you all right?”

	“Oh, Jill.” Mitchell appeared distracted. “You’re back quickly.”

	“Who was that guy?”

	“Who?”

	“You know, Doc. I saw you and some man arguing.”

	“Oh,” the Professor paused, “it was nothing, nothing at all. You needn’t worry. Everything’s fine.”

	Though it could have been her imagination, Mitchell had nervously looked around, as if he had been afraid someone might hear.

	“Something’s bothering you. Come off it, what’s up? Tell me.”

	“Nothing’s wrong, my dear, except maybe your over active imagination. As you can see,” he made a sweeping gesture with his arms. “The man is gone, and I’m quite fine.”

	“But who is he—”

	“Did you get those samples I asked for?” Mitchell interrupted, changing the topic. Sighing to herself, Jill handed him the samples. They never spoke of the mystery man again. Until today, with Mitchell’s frantic phone call.

	“You must come. The man, the one you saw, it’s him.”

	Was that who he was talking about? The mystery man on the ridge? And what was this crap about the quake being fake? The earthquake was all too real for her. Filled with endless questions, she floored the accelerator, willing herself to arrive at Strathaven sooner.

	****

	Professor Craig Mitchell looked up the steep angled steps of the large lecture hall. Tense and uncertain, he scrutinized the area. Seeing nothing, he returned his attention to the thick mythology volume open on his desk. It stood out against the backdrop of geology books and papers, but he didn’t care how awkward it looked, he needed answers.

	“Mitchell,” a silken voice whispered at his side, making him jolt upright. “I doubt you’ll find any answers in that book. It’s complete rubbish.”

	He slowly turned in his seat, lifting his gaze to the eerie lavender eyes looking down at him. Kyran. Sweat beaded on Mitchell’s forehead and the back of his neck as a fear gripped him and his pulse kicked up into another gear.

	“What?” The quiet voice taunted him. “No silver bullets? No holy water or ancient benedictions?” Kyran’s laughter rolled over Mitchell, jarring him out of his fear and into anger.

	“It was you!” He felt himself flush. “I don’t know how, but it was you. You’ve used and manipulated me from the beginning. Well, it ends now. I’m not sure how you caused the quake, but it’s the last one you’ll be triggering.”

	“Please, Professor. You grant me far too much credit. An earthquake is a simple, yet violent act of nature. No one can cause a quake.”

	Mitchell rose shakily to his feet as he faced the man in front of him, regretting his first meeting with Kyran over a year ago. He recalled being intrigued and fascinated by the soft-spoken intelligent stranger. How he abhorred his curiosity now. Over time, Kyran had cultivated a friendship and worked side by side with him in the field. Mitchell was elated to teach such an exceptional student, failing to notice Kyran never appeared when others were around.

	Only recently Kyran’s true nature was revealed. Mitchell shuddered when he remembered discovering his less than human side. Worse, he feared for Jill because Kyran expressed repeated interest in her. Mitchell refused to give Kyran her name and told him to stay away from her. That had been only a few weeks ago and now, the earthquake. After reviewing the data, he felt like an idiot. All that was about to change.

	“I don’t know what your plan is, but I’ll find a way to stop it.” He stood straighter and squared his shoulders. “Don’t think I’m harmless!”

	“I don’t think,” Kyran drawled. “I know you’re harmless. However, you’ve become inconvenient.” With a blur of motion he couldn’t follow, Kyran drew a wickedly pointed, doubled-edged weapon seemingly out of nowhere. Mitchell staggered backward as Kyran’s mouth widened in slow smile.

	“You shouldn’t have figured it out, Professor.” Kyran stepped forward while he thrust the two-foot blade out. Mitchell couldn’t avoid the short sword and it pierced his abdomen, slicing in with no pain, until his next breath. Sharp lightning strikes of agony flooded his system, his knees went weak and Mitchell would have fallen to the floor if not for the blade holding him upright.

	Kyran chuckled, their gazes locked. “Most fulfilling and powerful, indeed.”

	Mitchell’s vision tunneled and he couldn’t breathe, when Kyran suddenly twisted and jerk the blade upward. The last thing Mitchell saw was the laughing lavender gray gaze of the creature who killed him and then he dropped into oblivion.

	 

	Halfway down the auditorium stairs, Jill couldn’t stifle the choked sob from escaping as she saw Doc’s body drop to the floor as the mystery man withdrew the blade from the professor. His killer turned and spotted her.

	“The mousy assistant.” He stared and terror flooded her. Jill felt the blood drain from her face, as her skin grew clammy. “Now, don’t move a hair.” His voice was soft and lilting as he approached her. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

	She longed to scream, run in terror, but stood transfixed and frozen as the man steadily moved closer. He was tall, slender with an athletic build, pacing toward her in fluid steps of a panther, matching the silhouette of the stranger from the ridge. His shoulder length black hair framed a sharp face with a light purple gaze. If circumstances were different, she would have found him attractive, but one glance to the blood soaked body of her mentor, she only had bile climbing up her throat. She saw his lips moving, but the words couldn’t penetrate her shock. The killer came nearer, breaking through her paralysis. Jill turned and bolted up the auditorium stairs.

	She made it up two steps when her arm was grabbed and she was spun around. Before she could take advantage, the iron grip to her arm was transferred to her waist as the man tugged her close. Her hands shot out, slamming into his chest and she shoved. She didn’t even sway him. Jill stared into the glinting eyes of Doc’s killer as he matched her gaze and laughed. She couldn’t look away.

	“Don’t be in such a hurry. We haven’t had the pleasure of an introduction yet.”

	“Let me go!” She shoved again and tried to twist in his one arm strangle hold, but to no avail. He pulled her closer yet, her body now touching his as he dug his fingers in, gouging her skin through her T-shirt. Sharp pain lanced through her, freezing her struggles.

	“Now, that’s better,” his warm breath caressed her cheek as he whispered near her ear. “Don’t fight me. You’ll never win.” He moved a slight step back so she could see the amusement in his eyes. “Give me your name, girl.”

	“Go to hell!”

	His gripped tightened once more, fingers digging painfully into her side.

	“Jill,” she hoarsely choked out.

	He exhaled and shook his head. “Your full name.”

	“Cassidy, Jill Cassidy.” Her stomach churned and blood pounded in her head. Frozen once more at her powerlessness from this soft-spoken killer. He had so easily subdued her.

	His smile was pure evil. “Jill Cassidy, know this, though your life ends now, your spirit, your very being will live on within me.” His hold on her relaxed and he took one more step back, slowly raising the bloodstained weapon between them. Pulse racing, she tried to break free, but his grip tightened. So fixated on the terror before her, Jill missed the second man who slipped through the lower auditorium door. Her assailant hadn’t.

	“Well now,” Doc’s killer’s raised voice was directed at the newcomer, while his gaze never left hers. All the while he kept the bloody blade threatening. “It seems we have company. Whatever are you doing here, Alden?”

	The stranger, Alden, approached a few steps closer before stopping. “Kyran, have you not done enough already?” His soft reply was barely audible to Jill. It didn’t seem to hinder the murderer at all.

	“Enough? Enough?” Kyran spat out, showing the ugliness behind his handsome face. “Not nearly enough!”

	Kyran raised the gory sword to strike her down. Jill stumbled back as Alden, who must have expected such a move from Kyran, was already running. With a final burst of speed, he launched himself at Kyran, knocking him off his feet, but not before Kyran’s blade sliced into her arm. Fiery pain shot through her as she and Kyran crashed to the floor. Alden focused his momentum into a shoulder roll and sprang to his feet.

	With grace and agility, Kyran regained his footing while still holding onto his sword. He turned and face Alden.

	Trying to distance herself from her attacker, Jill scrambled to her feet and abruptly turned. Her foot collided with the next step, twisting her ankle, crashing her back to the floor. Off balance, her injured arm hit the edge of the chair. Agony streaked through her again and her vision tunneled. Gasping and weak, she crawled out of the stairway into the row of seats where she sat crouched, clutching her bleeding arm. She looked up as the two strange men confronted each other.

	“Always the meddler, aren’t you, Alden?” Kyran sneered. “You’ve always loved their kind.”

	“It’s our duty to protect them.” Alden unsheathed his own concealed blade for emphasis.

	Kyran eyed the shining weapon. A single corner of his mouth curled upwards as he took in Alden’s challenge. Without warning, he lunged, venomously spitting out, “It’s our duty to rule them!”

	Alden ducked Kyran’s overhead swing and countered with a thrust to Kyran’s chest. Kyran neatly spun away, leaping to the lecture hall’s floor. Alden was seconds behind him.

	Jill peered over the seat’s edge as the men fought in earnest. This was her chance to escape. Clutching her arm tight to her chest, she stood but when her full weight landed on her ankle, her leg collapsed, sending her back to the ground. Her cry of pain was lost in the clash of metal below.

	Kyran attacked. Alden parried and countered with his own strike. The weapons were a blur of nonstop motion, as they performed an age-old dance, well matched in strength and prowess. Kyran’s blade snaked out to score Alden’s cheek; a hair slower and the sharp steel would have pierced his eye. Alden ducked low, ignoring his wound, swiping a leg out to knock Kyran off his feet, but Kyran, cat-like, leapt out of the way.

	Jill eased herself up into a sitting position and dragged herself to the aisle, determined to crawl out of the auditorium, if she had too. She glanced down to check on their location when Kyran looked up and caught her eye. He smiled. Quickly striking out at Alden, causing his adversary to fall back, he whirled and ran up the stairs toward her. Too late, she tried to stand, but he was on her before she could move.

	“Time to end this.” He reached for her and grabbed a fistful of her short blond hair, yanking her to her feet. Jill cried out as she struggled to escape his cruel grip. He laughed at her efforts and raised his sword. Alden appeared, blocking the blow with his arm as his own blade pierced Kyran’s shoulder.

	Then nature struck. A huge aftershock sent the combatants flying. Kyran fell sideways into the lecture seats opposite the aisle from her, while Alden toppled and fell toward her.

	Alden recovered his balance in the shaking auditorium and grabbed her uninjured arm. He yanked her to her feet. Without saying a word, he hauled her down the stairs. No! She had to escape these freaks. Jill struggled, trying to break free of her new captor.

	“Stop. I’m trying to help.” He ducked his shoulder under her arm, supporting her and dragged her along.

	She stopped fighting. He was as strong as the other man and at least he was taking her away from Doc’s murderer. They raced across the floor to the lower door and sprinted out the auditorium.

	 

	Thomas Rainer watched in stunned disbelief as he released his clenched hands from the doorframe. His eyes followed the killer as he ran through the lower exit in pursuit of the fleeing woman and her rescuer. He slowly backed away from the upper door. He was sure the aftershock had ended, but he still felt something shaking. Holding a hand out before his face, he realized it was him. What the fuck was all that?

	Hidden outside the upper doorway, he’d watched the recent events unfold. All hell had broken loose. It was like watching some weird Kill Bill spinoff.

	He took a deep breath, reminding himself he was supposed to be a reporter. So investigate. Seeing something shiny on the floor of the steep aisle steps, Thomas finally ventured into the auditorium. It was one of the swords—the rescuer’s, not the murder weapon, since he had seen the killer clutching his blade as he ran off in pursuit.

	His eyes left the sword as his attention was drawn down to Mitchell’s corpse and then to the now empty lower door where the men and woman had disappeared.

	He had a choice. Here was a story. He used to be a reporter who wanted to find and uncover the truth, but all that truth got him was a kick in the teeth. He worked at a shit paper now solely for the paycheck. Truth, justice and the American way were luxuries left behind in New York.

	Thomas sighed. He could go to the cops, but his faith in that system was as broken as his career. They’d make a mess of it and arrest the wrong man, probably him.

	All at once, he made up his mind. He’d chase the story, which meant following the girl. After all, both the killer and her rescuer were after her. The key was the woman, but who was she? He remembered talking to the professor’s assistant once. Casey something. Crap, what was her name? He ran his hand through his hair, spiking the already short ends more.

	Following the girl meant he might run into the killer. His eyes drifted down to the sword at his feet, or actually, one big freaking dagger. It might come in handy. The killer was armed after all. He stooped and picked it up, feeling the weight of it. He was surprised by its heft. The blade was a beauty. It was etched with some sort of interconnecting scroll design. It was then he noticed the blood. Beautiful weapon, but deadly.

	He padded down the stairs when an item lodged beneath a seat caught his eye. Thomas crouched down and pulled it into the aisle. It was a bag, the woman’s purse. Grinning, he placed the sword down, opened it and rummaged inside.

	“Ah ha!” Thomas pulled out a wallet. He unsnapped the clasp and stared down at the driver’s license. Jill Cassidy.

	“Well, Ms. Cassidy. Meet your new best friend.” He shoved the wallet back into the bag, leaving it where it lay.  Grabbing the sword, he stood and ran down the stairs aiming for the exit. He’d stick to her like glue and get the story. This could be his way back and he wasn’t about to blow it.

	****

	“Stop, please stop.”

	Alden paused, looking down at the pale and gasping woman beside him. He didn’t think she could run much farther, not with her hurt ankle. He searched for a place to hide. Noticing a small space beneath a stairway concealed by bushes, he pulled the girl under cover.

	“Who—”

	Before she could finish, Alden covered her mouth with his hand while shaking his head. He removed his hand and reached for his blade, then swore under his breath as he realized he had left it behind.

	Her hazel eyes grew wide and she shrank away from him, placing her back against the wall. He was about to say something calming when he realized she wasn’t looking at him. He whirled around and saw Kyran run into view. Alden watched as Kyran broke to a walk and then pause where they had briefly stopped. Slowly Kyran bent down peering at some stains on the sidewalk. Blood. Their blood.

	Alden held his breath, didn’t move and luckily the girl didn’t either. Kyran slowly straightened and surveyed the area. His steely gaze scanned past their hiding place, but then seemed to focus directly on them. Alden clenched his fists in frustration as he searched for a weapon, any weapon, but found none.

	He heard the woman’s stifled moan and saw as she tried shrinking further into the darkness, but there was nowhere else to go. Surely Kyran knew they were there. But, when it looked like they had been discovered, Kyran gave a barely perceptible shrug, turned and walked away in the opposite direction.

	When Kyran was entirely out of sight, Alden gave his attention to the woman hiding behind him. She was shaking. Lord and Lady, she must be terrified. Without thinking, he gathered her into his arms and held her close. She must have been in shock, because she let him.

	“Easy. It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

	She buried her face into his shoulder as Alden continued quiet words of comfort. She clung tight to him.

	 


Chapter 4

	Clean Sweep

	 

	Alden guided the dazed and limping girl to a shaded bench beneath an old California Oak. The Strathaven campus appeared quiet and serene. Eerily so, considering the earthquake and murder. No sudden cries of alarm, no fast-approaching sirens, just a peaceful autumn day.

	He was relieved. This situation had to be contained and the quieter it was the better. He glanced again at the young woman. She was pretty, like in the girl-next-door sort of way—taller than average, with curves. Her short honey colored hair had mostly escaped from the tie holding it back and her hazel eyes, more brown than green right now, held a dazed look. She still appeared shell-shocked. Not surprising considering the circumstances. She hadn’t spoken in a while, almost since the time Kyran had bizarrely walked away.

	“Here,” he helped her to sit. He gently laid a finger aside her chin and turned her head to face him. “You’re safe. Are you okay? Can you tell me your name?”

	The woman blinked a few times, coming back to herself. “Jill…my name is Jill,” she paused, still staring wide-eyed, but at least focusing on him. “I’m…I’m fine.”

	“Good,” he smiled. “My name is Alden. I’m glad to hear you’re okay, but you’ve been through a lot. You should go home.”

	She sat there, unmoving, until his words sank in. Then her gaze snapped up to meet his eyes. “Home? Are you insane? Oh God, Doc!” She leapt to her feet, her injured ankle apparently forgotten. “We’ve got to get an ambulance, call the police!”

	He stood, stopping Jill with a hand to her shoulder. “Wait. Please. There’s nothing more…I’m afraid he’s dead.” He shook his head remembering the body in a pool of blood in the auditorium. “You’ve done all you can. You need to take care of yourself.” He gestured to her bloodied arm, hoping she’d ignore his own wounds. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but you should have that attended to.”

	The moment the words left his mouth, he regretted them. The proof was before his eyes as Jill took first one step then a second, placing a distance between them, her eyes widening in suspicion. She stared at him before she flushed red, appearing to jolt out of her lethargy.

	“Who the hell do you think you are? Are you crazy?” Her anger was a physical aura between them, lashing out. “Professor Mitchell was like a father to me and even if he wasn’t, a crime was committed. I’m a witness,” she glared at him. “We’re both witnesses. I won’t leave him lying there. I’m going back and calling the police.”

	She turned her back on him and with barely a limp, headed toward the auditorium. She never glanced to see if he was following. Alden grabbed her arm not a moment later, forcing her to stop.

	She spun toward him. “Let me go!” She jerked her arm, but his grip remained secure.

	“Wait,” he asked. “Please, just wait. Hear me out. A moment more won’t make a difference. Please.” In a gesture of good faith, he let go of her arm, hoping she wouldn’t run but stay and hear him out. After all, he did save her life.

	“Okay, you’ve got your minute.”

	He sighed in relief. He really needed her gone. “It’s dangerous. The killer could return.”

	“Why? He followed us out and left. There’s no reason for him to return. Besides, there are two of us and only one of him. I’m going.”

	Jill left, not sparing another look at him though Alden kept pace at her side. Obviously the professor was solely on her mind. They reached the lower lecture hall door and Jill pushed it open, entering. She froze causing Alden to almost bump into her.

	The grizzly sight he expected to see wasn’t there. No body, no blood, not a hint of a stain.

	“How…” She echoed his thoughts. Everything seemed normal. Her shock was written across her face as they both scanned the room. She turned and faced him.

	“This is impossible! Where’s Doc?”

	“I don’t know. I’m as much at a loss as you.”

	“Really? I don’t buy it. You know something. You look like him.”

	“Like who?” He made sure to meet her gaze and not blink.

	“His killer,” she matched his stare. “I’m calling the police.”

	She crossed the floor reaching the stairs as he called out to her. “What will you report?”

	Jill ignored him and jogged up the steps to grab her bag, which she must have left behind as they ran from Kyran. She dug through it, retrieving her phone. Glancing down at him since he hadn’t moved from beside the desk, she unlocked her cell without taking her gaze from his.

	“Stick around and find out,” she challenged him, then looked down to dial.

	Alden’s sensitive ears picked up the automated message—all circuits are busy. He held his ground as she looked up and they stared at each other.

	“I’ll go to the police. This has to be reported.”

	“Jill, you’re in danger.” By the look of surprise, she hadn’t expected his warning, but he had to try and convince her.

	“Danger from who? You?” She shook her head. “The killer? I’ll be safe at the station.”

	He watched as she trembled and saw her eyes fill with unshed tears. Jill had witnessed a man’s murder and had been both attacked and wounded herself. Shock appeared to be setting in.

	Blinking against her tears, she mumbled, “I’ll be fine.” She spun and ran up the remaining stairs and fled the room.

	Alden watched her go and sighed. It was an idle hope Kyran would leave her alone. He didn’t like loose ends. He was not surprised by how fast Kyran had sterilized the scene. Jill was in danger, whether she believed it or not. He needed to follow and protect her. Alden broke into a jog, running up the stairs in pursuit.

	****

	Safely back at the Enclave, Kyran closed his eyes, ignoring the slight ache in his rapidly healing shoulder. It was hardly worth the bandage. He lounged bare-chested, in an ornately carved high back chair, one long breech-covered leg draped carelessly over the armrest. So. Alden decided to get involved. He wasn’t too worried, but he would have to factor in this new development. Tossing about new strategies, he tapped a finger on his dangling leg. He permitted himself a languorous smile as he settled on a plan.

	Kyran opened his eyes, staring at the lush appointments of the room around him. Over-stuffed rich textured pillows, deep, lush, sinfully soft carpet, multi-colored tapestries all lit by flickering torchlight, complemented the centerpiece of the room—a feather stuffed platform bed big enough to easily sleep at least five adults. Which, Kyran thought, had occurred on numerous occasions. He liked and had earned his luxuries, regardless of the fact they were contained in a cavern beneath the solid rock of a mountain. It was a shame human technology, especially electricity, wouldn’t work inside the Enclave. Too much Fae magic contained within the commune interfered for any reliable performance. The humans’ clever gadgets were the only redeeming quality of the disgusting race.

	He turned his gaze upon the two men standing motionless a few feet from his chair, almost at military attention.

	“Well, it would appear the two of you will get your wish. Alden has finally crossed the proverbial line.” He read the emotions crossing the men’s faces. Expectant, each man waited for him to continue. Kyran reached for his goblet of wine and sipped, enjoying the small torture he created by making the men wait. Such simple pleasures. Both men were too disciplined to break the silence. They had learned their lessons, as only experience and a harsh teacher could instill. Finally, he relented.

	“The time for the re-emergence of the Fae has come. Once again, we will be the keepers of the Earth. We have stayed hidden for far too long, and these humans have become a plague to our world. The Pact be damned! It is time for them to realize they are not alone. The humans may have relegated us to myths and legends, but very soon they will know the gross error of their ways.

	“The first step of our domination has already occurred. I have released the Kolgardi. Even as we speak, they have begun to feed. They are the army we need to rid us of this human pestilence.”

	He paused to gauge the reaction of his selected warriors. Elric looked surprised which he quickly masked, but Torel’s slight frown continued to mar the massive warrior’s face. Kyran made a mental note to discipline him later.

	Taking another swallow of wine, he continued, “Elric, the second stage is set. Go to Prince Nolan and use the influence you’ve garnered. Suggest the time to approach the Council has arrived. Alden’s downfall is assured. His meddling will be taken care of. Isolate him, discredit him, then no one will pay him heed. I’m sure Nolan will be more than willing to help.” Elric nodded, as Kyran refilled his goblet.

	The entrance of a willowy red-haired woman to the chamber momentarily distracted his attention. Elspeth glanced at his thugs before nodding once in his direction. He watched her cross the room and stop. She leaned against one post of the large bed. He gave her a smile before refocusing his mind. Alden’s voice out of the Council would be good. Dead, would be even better.

	“Torel,” he commanded. “Gather some friends. Track down Alden. I give you leave.” Torel had slightly better control this time, only his eyes glinted, as he remained stoned faced.

	“Kill him and the girl, if you can, but I warn you not to underestimate him,” he paused as he watched Torel. “Oh, and beware of the Kolgardi. They are indiscriminate hunters, so try not to get yourself eaten. Go then. Both of you. I would have this finished.”

	Yes, that will absolutely do. If Alden wants to throw in with these humans, he can share their fate. He waved them off in dismissal as his eyes gravitated to Elspeth, who still lounged against his bed.

	The men turned briskly and left the room intent on their missions, without a backwards glance. Elspeth watched them go before she straightened and sauntered to him. She stopped a short distance and peered down. She gave a quiet “tsk” as she raised a slim eyebrow at the bandage on his shoulder. He shrugged.

	“Does it bother you?”

	“There are other things needing more relief than my shoulder,” he drawled.

	He watched Elspeth’s copper gaze drift lower. Her smile leisurely curled up her mouth as the growing bulge in his breeches drew her attention.

	With deliberate care, she untied the cord of her silken robe. A slight, elegant shrug and a soft sigh followed the robe as it slithered into a shimmering gold pool at her feet. With a smile, she reached out for him.

	****

	Jill fought her way through the crowd to the glass doors. Pushing her way past the entrance she finally got outside and had the first breath of fresh air in hours. She should have guessed the police station would be packed, just like the hospitals.

	She sighed while pushing her hair off her face. God, she was tired. She stepped to the side to get out of the busy traffic flow in and out of the station, at a loss as to what to do now. The cops should have been the answer; instead, they had taken her report and ushered her aside. They barely batted an eye.

	“Ms. Cassidy? Jill Cassidy?”

	She turned to her left and faced the man with a tentative smile, who apparently called out to her. He was shorter than your average guy, compact, not much taller than she, but toned, like a surfer. His short spiky reddish-brown hair set off rich brown eyes.

	“Hi, I’m Thomas Rainer,” the man held out his hand, holding a business card. “I’m a reporter with the Valley View News. I was wondering if you could spare me a few minutes?”

	On reflex, Jill took the card and frowned. Why did he seem familiar? His voice held a slight New York accent, but it was his tone that caught her attention—a deep husky drawl. She studied his card for a moment before looking back up at the reporter as she realized he had called her by name. Maybe she did know him. “How did you know my name?”

	“Yeah, um right,” he gave her a sheepish grin. “I got it from your driver’s license.”

	“My license? How…” She took a step away from him.

	“You left in kind of a hurry. I, uh, took the opportunity to look in your bag. You dropped it in the lecture hall.”

	“My…shit! You were there! Did you see what happened?” She grabbed his arm and pulled him to the station’s doors.

	“Hey, whoa there, just a second,” the reporter jerked his arm from her grasp. “I’m not going in there.”

	“You have to.”

	He shook his head. “The police didn’t believe you, did they? That’s the sort of thing they do.”

	“You have to help me. The cops will believe me if you corroborate the story.”

	“No way, absolutely not. Police and me, mixed with the unbelievable, yeah um, I learned that lesson the hard way. I won’t let that happen again.”

	“I don’t understand,” she pleaded with him. “A murder happened and you’re not going to do anything?”

	“I didn’t say that. I’m planning on doing quite a lot. I’m just not gonna file a police report. Don’t worry, in forty-eight hours you can file a missing person’s report. Then the college will back you up and the cops might look into your original claim.”

	“I can’t believe this is happening, it’s so unreal,” she sighed and her shoulders slumped. “Maybe the whole thing was faked…”

	“Yeah, don’t think so, sweetheart. I know blood when I see it. Which leads me to my question, I need to interview you. How about now?”

	She met his dark brown eyes and realized he was serious. She swayed on her feet, the adrenalin she’d been running on was out. All she wanted to do was leave, forget the whole horrible day, and her arm hurt along with her ankle. Both were throbbing again.

	“No…no way,” she shook her head. Without looking back, she limped to the parking lot.

	“Hey, what about a phone number?” She heard the reporter call out to her, but she kept on walking, leaving him at the station. Thank God he didn’t follow her. She knew his name and paper. She had his card. If she felt like giving him her story, she’d contact the paper. For now, she was going to the health clinic.

	****

	The last rays of the setting sun disappeared behind the mountains, cloaking the park in darkness. A group of teenage boys wearing gang colors ran into the park, laughing and egging each other on.

	“Murrda, Jose, pinche bueno!”

	“I’m in now right?”

	“Sure, sure.”

	The boys gathered around the concrete picnic table and passed around the Cuervo.

	“Hey, chilito, take the bottle or we’ll pass you up.”

	Philippé tore his gaze from the wooded area and looked at his older brother. “Carlos, chingalo, something’s out there.”

	The group broke into laughter as Carlos replied, “Oooh, I’m scared. Lippé, you quedada, ain’t nothing there.” Carlos cuffed his younger brother on the shoulder.

	The others joined Carlos in razzing young Philippé. He took the teasing as he slugged back a hard swallow from the bottle.

	The darkness gathered around the partying boys. Slowly, patiently, they stalked toward the group. The Kolgardi were a unique lifeform, their origins lost in time, surviving countless generations as the ultimate killers. Thriving while others became extinct. It was hard to describe them, mostly because they were difficult to see. Masters in the art of camouflage, they were the absence of light, pure darkness with no color. In daylight they could adapt, assuming inoffensive forms. A piece of blown out tire along the roadside, a discarded black shoe, a black plastic trash bag. Shapeless, the Kolgardi could solidify, shift and mimic everyday items around them and remain unnoticed. At night they blended so well as to become invisible. A black, gaseous, slimy cloud. Absolutely silent for they had no arms or legs, no lungs to exhale noisy breaths.  The Kolgardi were simply amorphous, boneless primeval entities living to eat and breed. The perfect killing organisms. They hunted tonight.

	Occasionally one of the boys would nervously glance around, but no one mentioned the unease beginning to fill them. They all saw Philippé’s hazing. Had the gang known, they would have been terrified. Had they listened instead of scoffing, they might have lived. It didn’t matter now, for the hunters came.

	Like an oil-slicked tidal wave, the Kolgardi converged on the table from all directions. There was no escape, no chance. The wave folded, collapsing on all six boys. Only Philippé managed a scream before the darkness enveloped and smothered the group.

	The park fell into an eerie silence. Nature knew when an apex predator was about. The pack of Kolgardi fed in a shark-like frenzy. Engulfing the bodies, they attached themselves by solidifying sucking maws. Like giant leeches, they siphoned off the essence of life. Modern science had no label for what the Kolgardi took but it was a part of all life. The religious might label it a soul, this aura binding together the mass of cells, tissues and bones to create an individual, a personality. Whatever belief called it, it was the food of the Kolgardi. They feasted, draining the boys of their life force. In a surprisingly short time, one by one, the pack broke off, slithering away, well sated.

	The six boys laid strewn about the table in different prone positions. All looked to be asleep except for the contorted positions of their young bodies. They weren’t exactly asleep, but in deep comas as their fevers began to rise. They were alive, but not for long.

	****

	Jill sighed as she closed and locked her car door. She was glad to be home. Who would have thought the police station with its mobs would be a walk in the park compared to the Student Health Center? It had taken her forever to see a doctor. He had been tired and cranky and never questioned how she wounded herself. The doctor and nurses all assumed it was quake related. She didn’t care and didn’t offer any explanation.

	She was bone tired, which in reflection was good.
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