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Chapter One
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Officer Jane Benton strode with purpose down the hallway of the Peabody Police Headquarters. She was in uniform, with her long blond hair neatly pulled back, accentuating her high cheekbones and wide blue eyes. 

She was broad shouldered for a woman, short, but she presented a look of competence. She held a second degree black belt in Kodokan Judo, but her expression, demeanor, and especially her voice were almost always tranquil and calm. Even in that moment, when she was deeply troubled about what she had seen and experienced in the tiny village of Hoffshire, she radiated serenity. The scarring around her eyes could not detract from that. 

For in the tiny Canadian village of Hoffshire, she had led a team of police officers to bring help to the flood damaged village. She had battled with all her courage and resourcefulness against an enemy she could barely understand. And she had lost her battle.

She was not, she knew, as brilliant as the missing science teacher, Doc Thorson. Nor was she even as well-educated as his prize student, Scruggs Grady, or the three Derwood teenagers who were also Doc’s students. Jane Benton had been raised on a Wisconsin farm, given a very strong sense of right and wrong by her parents and her church, and had been confident that with proper training as a police officer, she could always make life better for people in her community. She had a two year degree in Criminology, and she had started her career as a police officer when she was 20, eight years ago. 

But she had never imagined the tragedy of Hoffshire, never believed she would be helpless as, one by one, most of the people of a peaceful, happy little village were destroyed. Even she had nearly been killed under one of the furious attacks from the Creature that hid in the caves of Hoffshire. But now she had her vision back, and the burns around her eyes were healing.

Yet Doc Thorson was still gone, seized and taken away by the Creature, a captive under its savage control, if he were even still alive. And Special Agent Frank McKenna, who usually seconded her away from the local police force to be part of his state team when nec-essary, was gone, too. He had left for the country of Jordan, tak-ing one of the few survivors from the village, Alan, with him. They suspected that the Creature would try to make its way to the desert there, to unite with the next object of its terror: a living sphinx. With McKenna gone, Jane Benton was just another police officer. 

Except she had other plans.

She poked her head into the tiny break room at Peabody Police Headquarters. “Markos,” she called “ Special assignment for you!”

Markos, a rookie officer of Spanish descent, hurried from the table. As a part of her team, he had witnessed the tragedy of Hoffshire with her. Rumor had it that he desperately want to ask out Jane Benton, but he was too shy to speak up. And now, after such tragedy, it was clear that he would support her and his colleagues until they could restore peace and safety—if they could.

“One of you others, please take the tray,” Benton called as they hurried away.

Like all Peabody police officers, Markos was clean shaven, but his olive skin, trim build, and erect carriage gave him a faintly aristocratic, exotic look. Only his eyes, wide with youth and inexperience, prevented him from being convincing as a great, evil mastermind. Benton led him to an empty office without another word to him. 

When they entered, they found Scruggs Grady waiting, seated on the edge of a vast desk, and swinging one leg back and forth, as though taking part in a conspiracy to overthrow a monstrous Creature that could control weather and hurl firebolts from the sky were no great matter.

“I’ve got an assignment for you,” Benton told her junior officer. “Very hush hush.” Markos had also been in Hoffshire and had witnessed what she and Scruggs had witnessed. She hoped that he felt the burden of it all as she did.

Markos was direct: “About that monster that stole away Doctor Thorson? I’m ready!”

Scruggs was hesitant “It’s not very pleasant—”

“I have not had a full night’s sleep since we got back!” Markos exclaimed. He was only a couple years older than Scruggs, who had just graduated high school. “I will do anything to participate in the fight against this thing! I know what it plans to do! It could break out upon the world at any time! It will kill thousands, at the very least! It killed almost all the people in Hoffshire!”

Benton, calm and tranquil, took command of the conver-sation, “We need you to go undercover. Do you think you can handle that?”

“Yes ma’am!” His voice was brave, sharp, and dutiful.

She nodded and told him, “The assignment is to infiltrate the location where Theskulis is being held. You are to remain there, disguised as Theskulis, and say nothing to anybody. You must remain absolutely silent until we come back for you. And that could be weeks.”“

Markos was puzzled. “But where will the real Theskulis be?”

Scruggs frowned, and Benton became sharp. “We don’t ask questions like that in undercover work, Officer Markos. You’ll take the duty on your own vacation time, and you won’t share this information with anybody. Do you agree to that? This is purely voluntary on your part. It’s extremely sensitive and confidential. You can walk away, and nothing will be said. But you must not speak of it!”

“I understand!” he exclaimed. “Officer Benton, I volunteer.”

She was honest with him. “As Theskulis, you’ll be in lock-down for 23 hours a day. Can you withstand that? It is very rigorous!”

“To fight this Creature, yes!” he agreed. “I saw what it did!” Then he asked, “Do they have books for inmates?”

“Yes,” Scruggs said. “I checked.”

Benton remained clear and professional: “We're relying on you, Officer Markos. We need a man who can keep his mouth shut and just play dumb.”

“I'm sure I'll do very well!” Markos exclaimed.

* * * *
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AT GOVERNMENT MILITARY offices in Amman, Jordan, Special Agent Frank McKenna was poring over casualty statistics from the devastating week in Hoffshire. Impatient and ready to be rid of this American intruder, General Ahmed Saleh paced restlessly behind him. The room was Spartan, with a tiled floor. The building itself was old concrete. Jordan was a wealthy country, but its infrastructure was spectacularly ugly. Special Agent McKenna leaned forward over the broad, worn, wooden work table and consulted the map.

“Here is where the Sphinx last went down into the sands,” he said, laying a finger on the map.

“We have been through this, Agent McKenna,” the General said brusquely. “We are ready to bombard the Creature as soon as it raises its head from the sand. The nation of Jordan apprec-iates the grave danger that it represents.”

“Well, unfortunately, General, we don't know that knocking the head off the Sphinx is going to solve the problem,” Special Agent McKenna told him, not looking up as he glanced back at the statistics. “Not until we know more about what the Creature's next purposes are, and how it intends to use the Sphinx to fulfill them. Look here,” he said suddenly. 

He marked another place on the map. The General, unwil-ling to comply but determined to not be out maneuvered in a plan of strategy, glanced at the map. “Right here is where that supply convoy was stopped a few days ago,” McKenna observed. “Only three miles from the site where the Sphinx disappeared.”

“So?” Saleh snatched up the report. “A convoy vehicle experienced engine trouble. Engine ignited, and vehicle was left. So? It happens in the desert. Some fool put it into service without proper maintenance.”

“I'll need a follow-up report on it,” McKenna said. “What happened to the vehicle, where it is now? Was it left out there?”

“Why?” the General demanded.

Just then, Alan walked in. He looked a bit incongruous in khaki trousers and a loose shirt. The dark, thick hair, heavy eyebrows, slate blue eyes, and fair skin were more at home in the chilly northeastern farm fields of Canada then here in the Middle East.

“Ah, Alan!” McKenna exclaimed, pleased. He twitched the paper out of the General's hands and passed it over to the young Ulsterman. “Run that vehicle history down for me, will you? I need to know the follow up.”

“Aye, I can do that,” Alan agreed, glancing over the paper. “Nice fellows down in the maintenance hangars. They like to listen to me talk. Think I got me an accent.”

“Why?” the General repeated to McKenna.

Special Agent McKenna looked at him, exasperated. “The truck was carrying supplies, General,” he explained. “Emergency supplies. Bottled water, food, that sort of thing.”

“Of course. Supplies are re-stocked monthly,” the General said.

McKenna nodded eagerly. “The main thing to find out is whether any of the supplies had to be left, and what items were left.”

Alan crinkled his craggy features in thought. “A smattering of supplies like that left in the desert could keep a man alive for a week or two,” he guessed.

“Could keep some men alive for a month or more,” Agent McKenna corrected.

“Are you saying that we are keeping your missing Doctor Thorson a prisoner in the desert?” the General blustered.

“No, General!” McKenna assured him. “No, I'm not saying that at all. Something that is an enemy of the state of Jordan is keeping him prisoner. But like any prisoner, he still needs air, food, and water if he's to be any good to it. I'm trying to find leads to him, any sign of anything that looks like a trail of sup-plies into the desert.”

The General let out his breath with an air of disdain. “All this talk of a prisoner. You are clutching at straws. This mon-strous Creatures that shoots fireballs and rays of terror from its maw. It killed almost all of the people in an entire village in Canada. Why would it spare him alone?”

Instead of answering him, Alan added his own insight to the riddle. “And a man in the desert would need shelter,” he said quietly. He glanced at the map. “Oh, and Agent McKenna, here's that bit of change I owe you.” He dug his hand into the pocket of his loose trousers, counted out some coins on his palm, and then set them down on the table: two Canadian quarters, heads up. Special Agent McKenna’s eyes briefly lit up, but then he glanced at him, as though disgusted. “What about some national coinage or army scrip?”

“Sorry, sir. But I do have a bit of change in the car that I picked up when we first entered Jordan. Might be of some use to you.”

“I'll get it tonight. See about that vehicle, will you?” The two of them exchanged quick glances and then Alan went out.

* * * *
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“WELL WE CAN GET HIM to look like Theskulis,” Scruggs said as they pondered their strategy down in the locked office. “A goatee and sunglasses ought to do the trick.” 

Benton nodded and asked, “Did Penny get through?”

“Yes,” he said. “She says the state of Wisconsin will allow a Peabody Police representative to question Theskulis, but he must have his state-appointed overseer with him.”

“Of course,” she murmured. “It would be just too easy to be able to go in there and grab him.”

“So how do we make the swap?” Scruggs asked.

Benton smiled, at last feeling more in her element. “We will resort to a stratagem, William!”

Penny Derwood, the oldest of the Derwood children and a rising senior at the high school, entered the small office. Dressed in a smart summer business suit, she looked old enough to pass as a working young adult on secretary staff at the headquarters.

“Good job on the telephone work, Penny,” Jane Benton told her. “Thank you!”

Penny beamed, happy to have completed the difficult task of arranging an interview for Jane Benton with Theskulis. 

“Now what?” Penny asked.

“Now we have to fit you two out with police uniforms,” Jane Benton said.

Scruggs and Penny grinned at each other and smartly salut-ed Benton. Circumstances were grim, but they could often find some humor.
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Chapter Two
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At the Derwood dining room table that night, once dessert was eaten, a brisk debate again broke out. Jack Derwood Senior was only a day and a half away from flying out to Jordan to join Special Agent McKenna. Jack, Penny, and Jean wanted to accompany their father, to continue the search for Doc Thorson.

The large sliding glass door against the far wall, its curtain pulled all the way back, displayed the glorious late spring sunset that spread a faint pink hue on the white patio surface outside. But nobody was really appreciating the view. Marie, Penny, and Renee sat with their backs to it. And though Jean, Freddy, and Jack sat opposite them at the long table and therefore faced the glory at end of day, they were too preoccupied to notice.

“Dad, we even have a plan—” Penny began, but her brother Jack nudged her sharply with his foot and gave a slight shake of his head. Using Markos as a body double of Theskulis was Benton’s plan, and it was still a secret.

Their mother was horrified, and—as frightened people often do—became angry with them for their plea. “Send you to that thing, if it’s there? Why can you not just be ordinary kids? Go bowling! Go to cook outs! Go to parties!”

“Eileen, they are not ordinary,” their father said wearily. “You know that by now.”

“They are our children!” she cried. “They were almost killed in that horrible village in Canada! And now they want to go running after Frank McKenna! Teenagers! Children!”

The three older Derwood children turned anxious eyes to their father. He and they had seen things in Hoffshire that they had not yet shared with the rest of the family. But though he had been present when the mysterious Ootuk had communicated with Jean in Hoffshire, their father had not actually seen the image of the other worldly person. He doubted that he would persuade his wife of the validity of the communication.

“Look at what Jean has suffered!” she exclaimed. “Our Jean! My Jean!” 

“Mom!” Jean exclaimed, whisking her hand with its splinted forefinger under the table. “I want to fight it. Even if I die! I want to fight it!”

Nine year old Renee, who was not known for courage, burst out in loud sobbing. “Everybody’s going to die! It’s the end of the world!”

Her younger sister Marie followed her example, as she always did, and also burst out into loud and tearful howling. “Mom and Dad, do something! Make the monster go away!” 

For once, their father became severe. “You younger three, leave the table! Go to your rooms. We have to discuss this, and we can’t with this crying and screaming! Nobody’s dying, and whatever monster there is, has left and gone halfway around the world. You three should learn courage from your older brother and sisters!”

Marie instantly stopped on this and stared for a moment at Jack, Penny, and Jean, as though it had never occurred to her that they might be extraordinary. Or that they should be imitated. Then she obediently slid off her chair and started for the door.

“Thanks a lot you two,” Nine year old Freddy muttered darkly as he also slid off his chair and went out. “Dad, I wasn’t screaming and crying!”

“No,” their father agreed. “You go watch cartoons if you want.”

“It’s going to kill everybody in the world,” Renee retorted, sniveling as she left her chair. “That’s what Jack said.”

“I said it wants to do that!” Jack retorted.

“And for that, young lady, you go to your room and I want to see a written prayer from you asking God for courage!” her father ordered. Still crying, she stomped out. Freddy and Marie left with better dignity.

“You have all done your part,” Eileen Derwood said. “All of you. Others can do the rest.”

“The job, at least for me, is still undone,” her husband said. “Doc Thorson may still be alive. Frank McKenna wants to try to rescue him.”

“You are not law enforcement,” she exclaimed. “It’s hard enough here when you go off on those mission trips once a year. And I support you in that! I always have! But this is something nobody understands.”

“I have experience with what has happened,” he told her. “McKenna wants me there. Besides—” And here he hesitated. “It’s essential to get back Doctor Thorson. If other forces get access to him, we’re all in danger.” 

“Dad,” Jean said urgently. “We need to go with you!” Her eyes became urgent. “You should listen to the Young One! That’s what Ootuk told us! And I say we should go!”

He looked troubled but didn’t answer, but their mother exclaimed, “Are you speaking in code? No!”

Jack was about to speak. He and Jean were facing the large sliding glass door in the dining room that led out onto the patio and sprawling back yard of their house. Jack suddenly was startled. “The glass!” he exclaimed. “Jean!” 

Jean leaped to her feet. Penny turned and slid her chair to the side. Then she stood.

“What is it?” Eileen Derwood asked. “What’s doing that to the glass?”

The patio suddenly went snow white and became softer looking, and they realized they were looking at a snowy land-scape. And then they saw him: the man in white furs on the snowy landscape, with the group of white clad beings, not clearly seen, in the distance behind him: A choir softly chanting.

Their mother leaped to her feet in fear. “What is that? It’s demons!”

“No!” her husband shouted. “He’s a friend. Listen!”

The man in white fur with sparkling brown eyes scanned all of them, and then his eyes found Jean.

“Jean,” he said with some hesitation, as though the use of a proper name was strange to him. “Why are you there? The Old One has been taken.”

“Do you know where he is?” Jean asked. Jack whipped a pen out of his pocket and began writing furiously, directly on the tablecloth, taking notes.

“Far,” Ootuk answered her. “In the hot and merciless regions. The Whisperer has him. Find him or all is lost.”

“Ootuk,” Jean began, but he was suddenly startled. “Who has wounded you?” he asked. “Young One, who has injured you?”

Jean declined to answer him. “We have all been wounded, sir,” she said to him. “And many, many people have died.”

The words seemed to strike him as a blow. He had always spoken calmly, but for an instant he seemed daunted. Then he regained himself. He spoke quickly. Behind him, the sound of the chanting became louder, often a sign that he could not maintain the communication. “If the battle goes against you, you must be brave and persevere, Jean,” he said. “We offer prayer for you and your cause. You are known among the Beloved. Be brave and carry out this battle.”

“Can you come help us?” she asked. But though he spoke in answer, they couldn’t hear him, and the image in the glass was fading. And then it was gone.

Jean realized that they were all standing, except for Jack, who had acted as scribe. 

“You don’t know anything about him,” Eileen Derwood immediately said. “He could be tricking all of you!”

“He warned us from the start, Mom!” Penny exclaimed. Jack and Jean nodded.

“And you didn’t tell me?” she asked.

All three of them shook their heads. “It was too strange,” Jean said. “We didn’t think anybody would believe us.”

“He’s appeared to us several times,” Penny said. “The most we understand is that he and his people seem to praise God as their livelihood. And then something terrible happened to them. An invader killed one of their children, and stole the Creature that did all the damage here. Theskulis brought the Creature here to earth.” She became grave. “He may have killed Ootuk’s child.”

“You’re saying too much,” Jack said.

“She is not saying too much!” their mother exclaimed at him. “And all of this could be a trick! A projection!”

Their father lifted a hand. He had reached a decision. “Eileen, the three oldest will come with me. I want you to take the three youngest out to your family in Pennsylvania. I want you out of here until we come back.”

She sank down into her chair, put her face into her hands, and began to cry. “I’m sorry,” he said to her. “But we have been commanded to go. That man, if he is a human man, is some sort of Prince or King. We will do what he tells us.”

For a moment they were all silent as their mother sobbed into her hands. Then Jean began gathering the dessert plates nearest her and carried them into the kitchen. Penny and Jack followed suit and went about the evening chores of clearing the table and doing the dishes.


* * * * 
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“THE POLICE VAN IS GASSED up and ready,” Benton reported to Scruggs the next morning, as he emerged, somewhat self-consciously, from the coat closet in the small office at police HQ, where he had been changing clothes. He was now dressed as a Peabody Police Officer. 

“William you have to stand much more confidently than that!” she exclaimed. 

He instantly straightened up and squared his shoulders. 

“Better,” she said. She handed him a pair of dark, non-reflective, aviator sunglasses. “Put these on. They’ll make you look a little older. But if you just carry yourself properly, nobody will ask any questions!”

Behind her, Penny Derwood entered. She was also dressed in a police uniform, her brown hair pulled back.

“We can make it to the state secure facility in just under three hours, worst case,” Penny reported. 

“Where's Markos now?” Scruggs asked.

“Getting his goatee,” Penny reported.

“Any problems or questions?” Scruggs asked.

“Just one,” Benton said. “It's not the switch that worries me. It's afterward. We can say it all we like, but I don't think Thes-kulis is going to believe our threats. He may blow the whistle on us as soon as he gets his chance, if he thinks it's to his ad-vantage. “

Penny looked down. Scruggs grimaced and tried to summon up the resolve to be heartless, but Benton interrupted him. “I'm sorry. Like you, I know every horrible thing Theskulis has brought upon innocent people, upon children! He has killed so many innocent people, that I can’t count them. But if it comes right down to it, I can't look him in the face and kill him, especially with him being unarmed. And he'll know it. And besides all that, he'll know we need him for something.”

“And knowing that, he knows he's got us,” Scruggs agreed.

There was a long silence.

“But what if he doesn't think we're doing it because we need him?” Penny asked. “What if he thinks he's got no way to bargain with us? He'd wait, then. Wait and try to strike a deal. Beg us to let him help us.”

They both looked at her.

“Come on,” she said. “Think like him for a minute. What's the one thing he understands?”

“Greed,” Benton and Scruggs both said.

She rolled her eyes. “All right, what's the second thing he understands? “

“Envy,” they both said.

“All right then, envy. And the third?” She gazed at them with shining eyes, convinced of her own idea.

“Re-Revenge,” Scruggs said.

“Revenge!” Benton echoed. She nodded. Nobody had more motive for revenge against Theskulis than they did. He had tried to kill Jean Derwood when he had her as a captive​[1]​[i]. He had nearly succeeded in crippling the earth’s atmosphere. And he had brought to earth the Creature that had killed the children, women, and men in Hoffshire.

“State and federal law enforcement aren’t being very severe with him,” Penny reminded them. “It would be the most natural thing in the world for a group of hotheads to kidnap him. He could be made afraid of that.”

“He still will know that we won’t kill him,” Scruggs said. “But I think we can make him believe that we are going to give him back to the Creature that he brought here. A taste of his own medicine.”

“That’s brilliant!” Benton agreed. Penny nodded.

“And speaking of the Creature,” Scruggs added. “We've got to find out what makes Theskulis immune to its mind control. It ought to have been attacking him like it attacked Doc, but it's not.”

****
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THE ONLY LIGHTS IN the illegal tavern were the flickery, shadowy candles at each table that cast uncertain shadows against the rough beams and coarse walls. 

It was nearly midnight. Alan had driven in a direct route through the spacious and well-kept highways, then onto less well traveled routes more frequently marked with signs of Jordanian soldiers and police, and then finally in the last hour into territory that was almost unmarked by anything at all except low houses and unlighted buildings. 

Special Agent McKenna had no idea how his temporary assistant could keep his bearings in such a remote section of a foreign country. The trip was almost three hours long, and when at last they stopped and entered the tavern, he had no idea where he was.

“They're Christians,” Alan murmured as he stood aside to let Special Agent McKenna enter before him. “Not Christians like we’re Christians. They'll expect a certain courtesy from you, sir.”

“Right.”

Two men at one of the tables waved them over. They sat down. The tavern was a mixture of Western and Eastern culture: sturdy wooden chairs, checked plastic table cloths, but curious straw handcrafts decorated the walls: sheaves of straw and grass smoothly combed into swirls and patterns. In one dim corner, an icon of a Christian saint, his throat and arms budding with wounds, was highlighted with a single candle in a deep bowl.

“This is Shuri, and that is his brother, Ali,” Alan said.

“Ali?” Special Agent McKenna asked. “But you are Christian?”

Ali, younger and much more slender than Alan but with a face more worn, shrugged helplessly. “It was a good name for the neighborhood.”

Special Agent McKenna had entered with a small sack of American products. He set it on the table. “For you. In thanks for your hospitality.”

The two Jordanians were pleased and inspected the contents of the sack. As they did, McKenna did a quick survey of them. Ali seemed young, easygoing, good humored with a sort of resigned attitude. His older brother Shuri looked much older, nearly twenty years older, in fact, and was broad, grayed at the temples, and less inclined to smile. Both men were clean shaven. They wore army fatigue jackets of American make.

“We hear you are tracking the Sphinx Creature,” Shuri said. “No secret where it went down. What could you want to know? A drink, sirs?”

Alan shot Mckenna a wary glance. Christian men who operated on the fringes of what was legal in a Moslem country might want to see the North Americans drink just to prove they were not Muslim agents.

“A small beer for me,” McKenna asked, and Alan asked for a beer as well. 

When their drinks came, McKenna took an obligatory sip to prove he was not an agent of the Jordanian government. The beer tasted so terrible to him that he almost spit it out, and then with an effort he swallowed it. He winced. “I think this may have gone bad in the heat!”

Shuri noticed and could not repress a smile. “You are not a drinker?”

“I think that must have been from a bad bottle,” McKenna said. Alan took a sip of McKenna’s glass. “No that’s what it tastes like,” he reassured him.

McKenna could not hide his astonishment. “People drink this?”

“You are an American Christian!” Ali exclaimed with a laugh. “Tea-totaler!”

“Not me!” Alan exclaimed. “To your good health, my friends!” And he drained a third of his glass. 

Ali and Shuri were puzzled. “You are not an American Christian?”

“Canadian Christian,” Alan told them. “We enjoy a glass every now and then!” He hesitated. “More like the British.”

His comfortable attitude toward the mildly alcoholic drinks satisfied their hosts.

“I want to know if there are any shelters out that way,” Special Agent McKenna asked. “I may as well forget getting any decent maps from the military. They don’t really want us here.”

Ali laughed appreciatively, and even Shuri afforded him a grim smile. “Out that way, you are close to the border with Israel. Nobody in the military wants an incident to develop. They will be worried about Americans wandering around out there.” He nodded at Alan. “Or Canadians.”

McKenna let out a sigh of frustration. Then he asked them, “Can you help us? Can you create a map for us?”

“We are familiar with the desert,” Shuri said. “There are numerous structures out that way—most of them in ruins. The closest that the Jordanian Army can legitimately put you down is about 15 miles from the Sphinx's resting place. There's an underground bunker there. They have sovereignty over it. Beyond that, you would be in Israeli territory.”
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