A STIRRING OF SHADOWS

CHAPTER 1

She new she was dreaming, but she was still terrified.

The thing was hovering over her body and lurking in her mind. Its lips were wet with blood, blood that she new was hers somehow, though she had not been touched.

"I do not die," said the beast, its words roaring through her mind. "I only wait." 

"I'll fight you," she heard herself say. 

"You will lose," it shot back. The thing grew larger, until it engulfed her whole.

With a cry, Melody McClean's eyes popped upon. She sat up covered in sweat, her sheets in tangles around her legs. It was the third night terror in as many days.

“Not again,” she groaned, reaching for the water on her bedside table. 

 The details of her nightmare faded, but the fear remained.

“Late again, Crystal.”

John Prak snorted as he peered at his watch. At least the girl was consistent, he thought. Ah, there was so much waiting in the life of an informant.

Chuckling, he sipped his half-caf nonfat protein-enriched soy latte. 

Despite all the waiting, Prak was pleased with his association with the Forces of The Shadowverse, by way of the aloof but beautiful Ms. Crystal Tyler. In return for his information, they had introduced him to more knowledge—and cash—he had never dreamed he could ever have access to.

 But it wasn’t enough. He was interested in the biggest mystery of all. The key to everything.  And he knew that Crystal could bring him the answer. He had waited long enough. He decided that this would be the day that the secrets of the Shadowverse would be 

revealed, whether she liked it or not. He had gotten involved with the best people, and they would make certain he got what he came for.

It was still a shock, knowing for certain that there were other worlds besides his own. Better worlds with infinite possibilities. And he was one of only a mere few in the history of civilization to grasp it. He knew that Crystal came from a Dimension that apparently acted as a bridge between Earth's Universe and the so-called higher Realms. The girl was an agent for a group she referred to as Shadowers, who kept tabs on the Earth and intervened when the forces of darkness threatened. Sort of a police force for the supernatural, as he put it at their first meeting. And it became his job to report suspicious activity--the occasional gremlin or demon that may have slipped under the radar. And in return for his information, monetary compensation coupled with information on the Shadowverse.

They had brought him back tantalizing glimpses…a painting, a bit of technology, historical texts, even a viewmaster with a reel called “Greetings from Shadowverse Disney—It’s Not So Small After All.” It seemed to be an incredible place, as close to paradise as he could possibly imagine. 

But now he wanted more than glimpses. He resolved himself to his decision to go through with his plan just as a shadow fell over him.

“Have I kept you waiting again John? So sorry.” Crystal’s clear melodic voice chimed out, her false sympathy barely disguising extreme apathy. He looked up and smiled, taking in her dark brown hair, flowing loose for the first time in their summits; her tanned, stern face, and the leather coat which provided scant camouflage for the sidearm strapped to her thigh. 

“Don’t you trust me?” he asked, eyeing the weapon.

Crystal rolled her big brown eyes and sat down across from him. “No, as a matter of fact I don't,” she said. “But it’s not for you. I have another little cleanup mission to attend to after our business is done here.” An attendant came over and served her coffee. She took it and nodded, not smiling.

“Oh?"  Prak hunched forward, fascinated. "And what would that mission be?"

She grinned coyly. "Doesn't concern you." 

"Somehow I knew you would say that." He leaned back and sighed. “Now then, let’s get this done. I know you may turn into a pumpkin if you don’t get off-planet.”

Crystal scowled at him. “A pumpkin?”

“You know, like Cinderella?” 

“You name your pumpkins?” She stared at him. "Earth sure is full of freaks."

He shook his head. “Never mind. What I meant to say was, you might not want to hang around in earth too long. You’re much more vulnerable here then in your cozy little Shadowverse. It’s near impossible to die there, whereas here it’s as easy as breathing.” He chuckled. “Ha. I’m so clever.” 

Crystal's eyes widened in alarm. “I mentioned that?”

Prak nodded. “Last time, when we met at McSorley’s. You were buzzed on tequila.”

“Oh, terrific,” she groaned. “Guess you can have that bit of info for free.”

“Not quite,” he said. “I paid for the shots.”

Crystal nodded, her hand reaching up to touch her ear. Prak noticed, not for the first time, the tiny electronic earpiece attached to it. “Steven is not gonna be happy I gave that away.”

“So don’t tell him,” shrugged Prak.  “You also told me those magical earrings of yours have quite a lengthy delay on them. If you were to, say, get thrown off a bridge it would be lucky to make the evening news in your cozy realm.”

“Just a bug that needs to be ironed out,” she shrugged. “So to speak.” Gods, I’ve got to quit drinking in mixed company. 

“Can we get to business? I have some very important TV watching to attend to.”

Crystal nodded, reaching into her briefcase. She took out a folder and passed it across the table to Prak. Taking a quick look around to see who was watching, he opened it. 

His gaze fell on a black and white photograph of a dead woman. The body was gray and hideously emaciated, the eyes wide and staring. It was if the life had been literally sucked out of her. He trembled in horror and tried to avert his eyes, but found that he couldn’t somehow.

“Wouldn’t happen to have seen anyone that looks something like that, have you?” asked Crystal. 

Prak shook his head. “This is…I heard about this." He swallowed hard. "It’s one of those bodies they found in the Thames.” He felt a sudden nausea, but chose to ignore it. "There've been 4 young women that turned up missing in London in the last month. They found 3, and they …they all looked like this."

“Right,” said Crystal, "except that this photograph was taken over 100 years ago. "

Stunned, Prak pushed the photo aside and looked up at her. “That's a bit out of my jurisdiction.” He frowned. "Jack the Ripper?"

"Worse," said Crystal. " This women's death was the work of the Order of the Golden Sunset. Led by a very powerful Dark Witch."

"Ah. Dark Witch. Right." Prak attempted a poker face, but failed. The girl's expression showed that she saw right through him. 

“We’ve been fighting the Order since the 19th Century, and we’ve noticed that they’ve been gaining strength and increasing in number in the last few years.  This and the new rash of killings lead us to believe that there may be a new Black Magick expert at the helm. Wouldn't have heard anything about that, would you?"

"Well, that depends on what you're offering, doesn't it?"

Her eyebrows narrowed in impatience. “Prak, it’s very important that we put a stop to this immediately. Whatever you want, I’m sure that…"

"I want you to take me to your world."

She shook her head.  "We've been through this, John. Countless times. You don’t belong there.  There's no way."

“Oh come on,” said Prak, laughing nervously. “This is obviously pretty serious. You want information on Lorduke, you gotta pay." Prak's smug expression twisted into an embarrassed grimace. "Oh, no," he said, realizing his mistake.

"I never used the name Lorduke, John," grinned Crystal. "That was the name of the Sorcerer from 100 years ago."

"Uh, well…" Prak gulped. "Must have read it in the papers…"

"So there is a Lorduke clone out there, guiding the Sunset Cult."

"Yes," groaned Prak. "They say he's got the same power as the original."

"I see. That's all I needed to know."

 To Prak's dismay, the girl smiled and rose from the table. 

“Thank you John, you've been very helpful." She picked up her coffee and tossed a roll of bills in his lap. “We'll let you know how it turns out."

John stared at her for a moment; then he smiled, sat back in his chair and took another big gulp of half-caf nonfat protein-enriched soy latte. 

"Very well, then." He gave her a mock salute.

Crystal nodded and walked toward the exit, mulling over what she had learned. Whoever this person is, he may be trying to return the Order of The Sunset to its 19th century glory. And if the prophecies are true…

“Well, fancy meeting you here.”

Crystal’s train of thought was broken by the laser pistol pointing in her face.

“Oh, bloody terrific.”

 She looked up to stare into the face of its owner. He was a very tall, powerfully built man in a long overcoat and a fedora pulled low over his face, in a vain attempt to hide his yellow eyes and reptilian features. 

“Well if it isn’t Lido Camini,” she said defiantly. "Worst bounty hunter in the galaxy, can’t get hired by his own mother to rid her flat of mice.  How much is he paying you?"

Prak emerged from the café, grinning maliciously. "I’m not paying him— his masters are paying me.”  He reached up and grabbed her roughly by the arm. 

"You had a chance, my girl. If you had taken me right to The Shadowverse when I asked, I may not have handed you over to the Sunset. But now you can entertain Lido here for an afternoon while he tortures all the secrets out of that pretty little head."

Lido grinned, saliva dripping from his giant lips. “It will be a pleasure.”

“You idiot,” Crystal spat at Prak. “You’d turn me over to the most evil force on the planet for a few extra bucks?”

Prak shrugged. “Hey Crys, it’s been fun, but a fellow’s gotta follow his heart. And mine resides squarely in my wallet.”

Lido grabbed her roughly by the arm. “C’mon, sweetie, my masters are anxious to see y…”

Crystal jerked her arm free and tossed her still-scalding coffee in Lido’s face. He screamed, dropping his gun. As he blindly fumbled for it, Crystal grabbed it and pointed it at Prak.

“One move and you get a third nostril.” She kicked the struggling Lido and tore off into the street.

Cursing, Lido got his bearings and started after her.

“Do I still get paid?” yelled Prak. 

Crystal darted through the traffic, trying to keep an eye on Lido and avoid getting run over at the same time. The bounty hunter was fast on her tail; she tried not to panic. Seeing him gaining, she knocked a trash can over to impede his path and ducked into an alley. Panting, she pulled a small device out of her pocket and punched in a code.

“Hurry guys,” she whispered.

She stifled a cry as a shadow fell over her. Lido appeared in the alleyway, covered in garbage, the skin on his face beginning to bubble. 

“All you’ve done is make me more angry,” he growled. “Not smart.”

 Crystal leapt up and kicked him squarely in the groin. He roared in pain as she dashed for the fence at the end of the alley. As she began to climb, she felt a sharp sting at her back. She cried out, expecting to pass out and fall. But she didn’t.

She turned back to see Lido holstering another sidearm and beginning his approach. Suddenly there was a loud roar, and a large motorbike sped into the alley, knocking down Lido and heading for Crystal. Grinning with relief, Crystal jumped off the fence and landed on the seat behind the driver, who happened to be a large dog wearing shades and dressed in a black suit. Next to him in the sidecar was a similarly dressed white duck.

"Stu and Phil!" cried Lido. He reached for his pistol, but the duck beat him to it and shot at the bounty hunter. Lido was hit squarely in the arm and finally collapsed to the ground. The motorbike sped past him and back into the street.

"Honestly Phil, the Golden Sunset is really scraping the bottom of the barrel these days,” said the dog. 

"Indeed, Stu," said the duck. " There was a time when they only used the finest and most expensive bounty hunters in the business.” He slammed his fist on the seat. “Damn this recession."

"That was close," said Crystal, catching her breath. “Thanks, guys.”

"We would have been here sooner but Phil had to use the bathroom at McDonald’s.”

“Want some apple pie?” asked Phil, pulling a battered cardboard container out of his jacket. “They made me buy it before I could relieve myself.” 

“Uh, that’s ok,” said Crystal. “She rubbed her thigh. “Funny, I could have sworn he shot me, but there’s nothing here. No puncture, no blood…doesn’t even hurt anymore.”

“Perhaps it was just a leg cramp,” said Stu.

“You should do more Pilates,” said Phil. 

"I’m too busy chasing after beasties all day,” said Crystal. “We should get home as soon as possible. Where's your gnome?"

"It is down Phil's pants," said Stu.

"It is a very small gnome," added the duck.

"Ok, I'll go back with Phil. Stu, see if you can hang in the area and put a tail on Lido. If the Sunset is headquartering in New York, maybe he can lead us there."

"Roger-Roger." 

Crystal glared at him as a police siren began to wail in the distance. "C'mon, get that gnome out."

Phil pulled the tiny creature from his pants. Its bearded face was red, matching its pointy hat. "Lemme go!" it howled.

Crystal and Phil lifted the gnome's hat, touched its head and faded away, while Stu sped off into the city.

Crystal and Phil opened their eyes and gazed at the welcome sight of the transmat terminal in their own realm. Two technicians came over and took the struggling gnome from them.

"Here, use this," said Crystal, handing one of the techs a dog's chew toy. The technician grabbed it and squeezed it over the gnome's ear. The creature instantly became placid. 

The other technician took out a small cylinder and sprayed Crystal and Phil with a light mist.

"Keep it coming, Bobby," said Phil. "We must've picked up a lot of bacteria in the time we were out there." He sneezed. “Filthy place, that earth. Blech."

"It has its charms," said Crystal. "C'mon, I've got to see Steven immediately."

They found the leader of the Shadowverse in the lavish main lounge of the Citadel. He was seated at a chessboard, across from a six-foot orange cat in full business attire. 

“Steven, we're back…" began Crystal, but Steven waved for her to wait, never taking his eyes off the board. Finally he pushed his brown fishing cap back and wiped the perspiration from his tan brow.

"Surely you have a move in mind by now?" asked the cat.

"B.W., you've beaten me 35 times in a row," said Steven with irritation. "I think I am owed a little patience." Finally he moved his king's castle across the board, taking one of B.W. 's knights.

"There." He sighed and sat back.

B.W.  frowned at the board. "You sure?"

"Of course."
"Alright then," said B.W. He moved his queen 2 places. "Checkmate. Sorry."

"Argh!" said Steven, flicking his king off the board. "Oh well, 37 is my lucky number anyway."

Exasperated, Crystal came over and sat next to him. "Steven--"

To the girl's dismay the Shadowverse leader enveloped her in a bear hug. "Welcome home, Crys."

"You know I don't go in for hugging," she protested, pulling out of the embrace. 

“Look, John Prak tried to sell us out…"

"I surmised he would," said Steven, grinning. "That's why I wanted Stu and Phil to back you up. Can’t be too careful."

Phil came forward and tapped Steven on the shoulder. "Stu is back on earth chasing down Lido."

"Kudos to Stu," said Steven. “Can’t believe they’ve stooped to hiring a thug like that.”  He turned back to Crystal. "Did you get anything out of that weasel Prak?"

"There's definitely a chapter of the Golden Sunset Cult making its way to New York," said Crystal. "Complete with a Lorduke Clone at the helm." She presented Steven with her photo file. He opened it and stared grimly at the contents.

"Horrible. In his heyday Lorduke used the life forces of humans to power his magick." Suddenly Steven's face went deathly pale. "No. No it can't be."

Crystal stared at him, alarmed at his expression and tone. “What is it?"

He rose and headed for the door. "I fear I’ve been overlooking the obvious. Come with me. There's something we have to check out right away."

Steven led Crystal and B.W.  deep into the catacombs of the Citadel. Each wore a pair of night vision goggles to guide them through the dark, winding corridors. 

"These are the emergency tunnels from the Great War, aren't they?" asked B.W. They came upon a door. "And this, if I'm not mistaken, was the secret weapons room." He grinned. “Do I know my history or what?”

"You’re completely right," Steven replied. "But after the Sarggoth affair I found another use for it." His retina pattern was scanned and the door opened. When he stepped into the room, his friends were shocked to hear Steven let out an anguished cry of disgust.

“It’s true,” he whispered. “I’m such a fool.”

"Steven, what is it?" she said. She decided to break her non-tactile rule, and awkwardly placed a hand on his shoulder.

"The sarcophagus is empty," he whispered. "He's escaped. It’s impossible, but somehow…he’s out there."

"Who?" asked Crystal. "Who was imprisoned down here?"

"Lorduke."

