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Praise for THE LIGHT, and THE BLACK, Book One and Book Two of the Morpheus Road trilogy


 


“Fast-paced fantasy thriller … Readers experience what [Marshall] is feeling as the suspense builds and events spiral out of his control to the twisty ending.” —SLJ, on The Light


“Creepy, tension-filled adventure … spooky and fraught with peril.”
—Publishers Weekly, on The Light


“Full of twists and turns.” —VOYA, on The Light


“Fast-paced fantasy.” —VOYA, on The Black
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Marshall Seaver and Cooper Foley have been friends through life—and death.


Now the ethereal pathway between realms, known as the Morpheus Road, is in danger of being destroyed by the vengeful spirit who has become their nemesis: the ancient warrior called Damon.


The worlds of the living and the dead are about to collide, forcing Marshall to make a brave and shocking decision as the two friends navigate a perilous trail that leads to a frightening realization: Damon isn’t their only enemy.


Number one bestselling author and master of suspense D. J. MacHale concludes the thrilling Morpheus Road trilogy with an epic story packed with nonstop twists and breathtaking surprises in this finale to his pulse-pounding, interdimensional adventure.
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For Alex and Samantha Galvao




Foreword


Well, kids, we’ve come to the end of another saga.


You know that feeling you get when you finish reading a really good book and you’re a little bit sad that it’s over? The same thing happens when you write one. Maybe that’s one of the reasons I like to write stories that play out over mul­tiple books. You only have to read (or write) “The End” once. But eventually those words have to show up, and you’ll find them here in The Blood.


One of the great things about a trilogy (as opposed to a monumental ten-book epic cough Pendragon cough) is that it isn’t that difficult to perceive it as one big story. That’s certainly how I treated Morpheus Road. It is one story told in three chapters. Many readers who read The Light had many questions after finishing it. What they didn’t know was that most of those questions would be answered in the very next book, The Black. Those books were two different pieces of a very big puzzle. The final piece of that puzzle you now hold in your hands. The true extent of Damon’s wicked plan will be revealed (Muhahahahaha) and when you have finished reading The Blood, your journey along the Morpheus Road will be complete.


Before we take the next step, I’d like to once again thank the many people who have helped bring my books to you. A big thank-you goes to the folks at Simon & Schuster for allowing me to complete the trilogy. My colleagues Richard Curtis, Peter Nelson, and Mark Wetzstein will always have my gratitude for their support, expertise, and friendship. I’d also like to thank the great folks at Brilliance Audio for the terrific audio versions of Morpheus Road. Nick Podehl’s reading of the story has been no less than perfect.


One of the great joys for an author is getting the chance to meet so many of the wonderful librarians and teachers who encourage reading while feeding the imaginations and intellect of young people everywhere. We all owe them a great debt of gratitude. Also, the many booksellers from stores both small and massive are wonderful guides who help steer young readers to the books that will best suit them. Thanks to you all.


My wife, Eve, and daughter, Keaton, are always there for me, and for that I am truly grateful. Now if only Keaton would start reading my books! All in good time … all in good time.


And of course the biggest thank-you must go to the readers who have not only traveled the Morpheus Road, but have been with me since as far back as The Merchant of Death. (Though it’s kind of strange to hear “I grew up with your books!” Yikes. It doesn’t seem like I’ve been writing them for that long!) I love reading all your e-mails and posts and hearing your thoughts about my stories. The best is when I actually land in a city where we can meet face-to-face. There’s nothing better than talking to a reader who simply says, “I love your books.” That truly is one of the great things about being an author. Thank you all.


Now, back to the business at hand. For those who may have forgotten …


In the Black (the place and the book), Cooper and the Guardians of the Rift had nearly been wiped out in a valiant attempt to keep Damon from controlling the portal between lives. They were saved by the Watchers, who not only swept Damon’s forces into the Blood (the place, not the book) but sealed the Rift forever.


In the Light (the place and the book), Marshall finally stood up to Damon in his quest to force him to find the poleax. (Remember the legions of the living dead in the ceme­tery?) Marsh and Sydney became a couple (probably the most surprising twist of the whole story), and the hauntings ended. Weeks went by without a single ghostly-doing and Marsh was beginning to believe that the nightmare was over.


He was wrong.


No sooner did he let his guard down than he was visited by the three apparitions: the ghosts of Zoe, Eugene Foley … and his mother, Ree. Then a fourth ghost appeared. Cooper. Only this time Marsh was able to see and hear him. Cooper announced that Damon wasn’t done and whether they liked it or not, it was going to be up to them to stop him. Together.


It was turning out to be a tumultuous summer, and the worst had yet to come.


Now it’s here.


Have fun.


—D. J. MacHale
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Sydney Foley was about to die.


Impending doom rarely telegraphs itself, which meant she was blissfully unaware of the fact that a chain of events had been set in motion that would likely end with her being cast, violently, to the next stop along the Morpheus Road.


Sydney had been working all summer as an algebra tutor at Stony Brook Junior High. It was a job that would normally warrant battle pay for most hapless young tutors, but Sydney had no trouble handling the challenge.


“I’m smarter than you,” she would announce at the beginning of each class. “So either pay attention and learn something or zone out and I’ll see you back here next summer. Your choice. I get paid either way.”


Sydney wasn’t subtle. She intimidated the girls and mesmerized the normally hyperkinetic boys, who quietly admitted that there were worse ways to spend time than staring at a hot teacher like Sydney … even if she was lecturing about exponents and factoring.


When her lesson ended on that particular day, she decided to stay in the classroom and grab a little study time. Her goal was to gain early acceptance to Stanford University, and ­Sydney never fell short of her goals, even if it meant spending a beautiful summer afternoon in an empty classroom calculating the effect of gravity on linear acceleration. She stared at the open book, glassy-eyed, thinking about how she would rather be lying on the beach with her boyfriend.


“Bored,” she texted him. “Come visit me at SBJH. I’ll be your best friend.”


Two months before, the idea that she would be texting Marshall Seaver and calling him her boyfriend was about as likely as her not getting into Stanford. The events of the early summer had changed that. Drastically. The two were thrown together by the tragic death of her brother, Cooper … and by the haunting. Sharing sorrow and terror tends to forge a bond between people, and to the surprise of everyone who knew anything about either of them, Marsh and Sydney had become inseparable.


Sydney stared at her phone. There was no reply from Marsh, which was odd. He was usually quick on the draw when it came to returning her texts. With a shrug she reluctantly turned back to her study guide for the twentieth time, and for the twentieth time her mind wandered. She gazed out at a sea of unoccupied desks, suddenly feeling very alone.


Not lonely alone … vulnerable alone.


It was too quiet.


Schools were always full of noise and activity, even during lunch. Especially during lunch. Quiet wasn’t normal, even during summer school. She thought maybe everyone had gone out to eat, but the entire school couldn’t have emptied out so quickly. Something felt off. It raised the small hairs on the back of her neck. That didn’t happen often, so when it did, she paid attention. Quickly she gathered her books, phone, and purse and started for the door.


That’s when the smell hit her. It was a stagnant, dead smell. The room had grown warm, as if the air-conditioning had failed. Small beads of sweat formed on her upper lip. Her eyes started to burn and tear up.


What the heck?


She stood in front of her desk, trying to understand what was happening, when her eye caught movement. She glanced up to the air duct near the ceiling to see tendrils of smoke drifting from the grate.


Fire, was her first thought.


Get the hell out, was her second.


She ran for the door, but before pulling it open she flashed on a boring fire safety lecture she’d gotten in third grade. She stopped, cautiously placed her hand on the wooden door … and felt heat.


“Oh man,” she gasped.


She touched the metal doorknob and quickly recoiled. It was searing hot. There could be only one reason: The building was on fire. She took a quick look through the narrow vertical glass window in the door to see that the corridor was filled with smoke. The fire was close. She didn’t panic. Sydney never panicked. Glancing around she saw a red fire alarm on the wall next to the door. She had always wondered what would happen if she pulled one of those. She was about to find out. Sydney lunged for it and yanked the lever down, breaking the thin glass tube that seemed to have no purpose. She held her breath and waited, expecting the harsh blare of an alarm to break the eerie silence. Seconds passed. No alarm sounded.


“Seriously?” she exclaimed as she fumbled for her purse to grab her cell. “A fire and a defective alarm?”


Her fear about being alone was suddenly justified. If the alarm didn’t work, she could be the only one who knew about the fire because she just so happened to be in the middle of it. The wispy vapors turned to dark, thick smoke that poured from the air-conditioning vent. Digging for her phone, she hurried toward the only other possible escape route … the door at the rear of the classroom. She found the phone, wiped tears from her burning eyes, and punched in 911.


Seconds passed. There was no answer. Sydney shook the phone in frustration.


“How is that possible?” she screamed.


She had full bars and the battery was charged. Why hadn’t the call gone through? She stopped worrying about alerting people who weren’t there and decided to focus on joining them. She got to the back door, praying that the fire hadn’t moved that way. She was about to put her hand on the door to check for heat, and realized she needn’t bother. Looking out through the window, she saw flames. The fire was burning right outside the classroom.


Sydney stared at the dancing flames, mesmerized, unbelieving. How could a fire spread so quickly? She leaned in to the window, until her nose nearly touched the glass, to stare into a corridor that had become a furnace. It was almost pretty the way the orange flames twisted and danced … as they drew closer, coming to burn her alive. It was hypnotic, but not so much that she forgot how much trouble she was in. The flames would soon be in the classroom. She was trapped and knew if she stayed put the fire would only get worse. She knew what she had to do … run through the flames. It was crazy, but better than doing nothing.


While keeping her eyes on the flames through the window, she reached for the doorknob, but stopped when she saw movement outside in the corridor. It was a dark shadow that floated in hazy contrast to the brilliant fire. Her hopes soared. Was it a firefighter battling through the blaze, coming to her rescue? She leaned forward, trying to make out detail of the shadow as it drew closer.


“Hurry up!” she screamed.


The dark silhouette was nearly there. The smoke was getting thick inside the classroom, making Sydney’s eyes sting, but she could still make out the vague form of a person. She leaned in closer to the window, hoping to see the face of a heroic, handsome firefighter looking back at her. The shadow floated right up to the glass and snapped into focus, inches from her face.


Sydney screamed.


The face was that of a burning skeletal head with its mouth open in a ghastly howl. Its flesh was on fire, turning black as it burned away from the bone to expose the charred skull beneath. Its hollow eyes were focused directly on Sydney.


Sydney threw herself backward, tripped over a chair, and landed on the floor. If she had hurt herself, she didn’t know it. Her mind was spinning too quickly. Who was that? What was that? Some poor guy trapped out in the corridor? She scrambled to her feet and ran back for the door to open it and let the tortured victim into the room, though she knew it would be too late. He was a goner. Still, she had to try. She reached for the door and was about to turn the handle … as the narrow window in the door smashed in, spewing shattered glass and dark, choking smoke into the room.


Sydney jumped back again, hacking out a cough as a new wave of acrid smoke filled her lungs.


The burning skull pushed through the frame where the glass had been and glanced around the room until it spotted Sydney, and offered a ghastly grin.


“Unlock the door, Sydney,” the skull commanded in a dry, gravelly voice.


Most people would have snapped. Not Sydney. She had been through too much that summer and had seen things far worse. She now realized the truth: The only victim was her.


“Bite me,” she snarled, and turned away, looking for another escape route.


She ran into a large storage closet in the back of the class, hoping it would lead to an adjoining classroom. No luck. Dead end. She quickly realized that if she was going to get out of the building, there was only one way to go. The window.


A low bookcase ran the length of the classroom across from the doors. Above the bookcase were five large sealed windows. Beneath each was a small hinged window that opened in. None were large enough to crawl out of. Sydney yanked them all open, hoping the smoke would be sucked out before she choked to death.


“That’s right,” the flaming skeleton cackled. “Feed the flames … feed the flames.”


“Shut up!” Sydney barked. She leaned down to a window and screamed to the outside world.


“Help! Somebody! I’m trapped in here! Help!”


“This is a race you’re going to lose,” the fiery ghoul taunted as it rattled the door, trying to get in.


The classroom was on the fourth floor. It was a long way down to the parking lot. The empty parking lot. There were no fire trucks or ambulances racing to save the building. Or her. Sydney had to make a choice. Fast. She looked back to the door to see the skull peering through the broken window, only now the wooden door was ablaze. It would soon burn through, allowing the fire to leap inside, along with the ghastly creature.


The decision wasn’t a hard one. She grabbed a desk chair, wound up, and heaved it at one of the large windows. The chair hit the glass, bounced off, and clattered back to the floor.


The demon laughed. “Or you could just die gracefully.”


Sydney ignored the taunt. She picked up another chair and heaved it at the window. This time the glass splintered as it rejected the chair. Sydney felt the heat at her back. It wouldn’t be long before the room was engulfed … or she died from smoke inhalation. She coughed, wiped her eyes, and kept fighting. She picked up another chair and whirled it into the glass. A spiderweb of cracks spread across the pane.


Sydney was getting dizzy as the smoke grew so thick, it became hard to see the windows. She grabbed another chair, summoned her strength, and hurled the chair forward. This time the glass shattered and the chair kept going, sailing out into space and falling to the pavement far below. The thick smoke rushed through the jagged opening, creating a swirling storm inside the room. Without stopping to admire her work, she grabbed another chair and used the legs to punch out the remaining glass from the window frame.


She climbed up onto the bookcase and leaned out to see a sheer wall of windows with no ledges or handholds to grab on to. Four stories down was hard pavement.


Sydney couldn’t imagine what it would be like to fall so far. How should she land? What possible way could she hit and survive without breaking her legs? Or her back? As the choking smoke rushed past her and out the window, ­Sydney stood frozen, paralyzed with fear.


There was a wrenching sound, followed by a loud crack of splintering wood as the classroom door blew down. She instantly felt a tremendous rush of heat as the last barrier between her and the flames was removed. Sydney whipped around to see a wave of fire rush into the classroom moving impossibly fast, eating up the desks and the floor, revealing the beams beneath and the classroom below.


“Ready or not!” the voice taunted as the skeletal face appeared through the wall of flame, floating closer.


Sydney focused and made a decision. Burning to death would be worse than falling and being smashed like a china doll. She had to jump. She took a breath, leaned out of the window and pushed off …


… as strong hands gripped her ankles from behind.


“No!” she screamed, fearing that the skeleton was trying to pull her back into the inferno.


She kicked violently, desperate to get away from its grasp and out into space.


“Stop!” came a voice from behind. “What are you doing?”


The voice cut through her panic. She recognized it. It wasn’t the flaming skeleton. But then, who? Was it a trick to make her think she would be better off giving up and allowing herself to be incinerated? She looked to the ground far below and imagined herself lying in a broken heap. It was too much to bear. She gave in and let the grabbing hands do their work. She was pulled roughly back through the window frame and over the bookcase until she fell rudely to the floor. With the little presence of mind she had left, she twisted from the grasp of her assailant and spun to see … Marsh.


“My god, Sydney. What are you doing?” he cried in panic.


Sydney’s sense of reality had been wrenched inside out. Seeing Marsh sitting on the floor across from her made even less sense than being grabbed by a flaming skeleton. She stared at him in shock, not sure if he was real or a hallucination that would soon burst into flames. Glancing around quickly, she saw that the smoke had cleared. All of it. Could it have been sucked out of the windows so quickly? A look past Marsh gave her the answer:


The door was still there. The fire … wasn’t. Nothing had been burned. The floor was intact. People were ­gathered outside, staring into the room with curiosity, wondering what all the yelling was about.


Sydney looked up to the window she had thrown the chair through. That was no illusion. She had indeed smashed through the window to escape, but from what? There was no flaming ghoul, no smoke, no fire. The only threat was the shattered window that Sydney had nearly jumped through … to escape a fate that wasn’t real.


“Go away!” Marsh shouted to the people in the corridor. “Close the door!”


They scattered, not sure what they were seeing. To them it looked as though the unflappable Sydney Foley had inexplicably flapped and tossed a chair through the window for no reason.


Marsh tentatively crawled closer to her, trying not to scare her any further.


“What happened, Syd?” he asked calmly.


Sydney finally accepted that she was no longer in danger. At least not from Marsh. She relaxed and threw her arms around him, holding him close, grateful to be alive and for his being there for her. But she didn’t cry. Sydney never cried.


She did her best to steady her voice and said, “You didn’t answer my text.”


“Yeah, I did. I was already on my way.”


“The fire alarm didn’t work.”


Marsh didn’t have to reply to that. Sydney’s focus had returned enough so that she was able to register a blaring horn. The fire alarm was working just fine. She hadn’t heard it … or had been prevented from hearing it. Another harsh sound intruded. It was the urgent shriek of a siren from a rapidly approaching police car.


Sydney said, “I guess that means my 911 call went through too.”


“Did you think the building was on fire?” Marsh said as calmly as if asking for the time of day.


“Isn’t it?” she asked tentatively.


Marsh shook his head.


“You didn’t see anything?” Sydney asked, though she knew the answer.


Marsh surveyed the room and ended by staring at the smashed window.


“No,” he said with a frown. “And I can guess why.”


He pulled away from her, reached into his pack, and took out a tennis-ball-size golden sphere that was covered with carved symbols.


Sydney nodded. She understood.


“He’s back,” she said soberly.


“Damn right he’s back,” came a bold reply from the other side of the room.


Marsh and Sydney turned quickly to see that someone else had arrived.


“It’s about time he showed himself,” the new arrival added.


“He tried to kill me,” Sydney declared. “Why would he do that?”


“Because he couldn’t get to me,” Marsh said, holding up the golden ball. “This wouldn’t let him.”


“So it’s starting again?” Sydney asked, with a slight crack to her usually strong voice.


“It never ended,” the new arrival corrected. “But this time is different.”


“How?” Marsh asked.


“This time he’s not getting away.”


“Bold talk … for a dead guy,” Sydney said to her brother.


“Hey, it’s good to be a ghost,” Cooper Foley replied. He walked over to the smashed window and added, “Can’t wait to see how you’re going to explain this.”


Marsh took a deep breath and said, “That’ll be the least of our problems.”
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“He was trying to kill me,” Sydney bellowed as she paced angrily. “Why else would he create the whole fire illusion? And the flaming skull. That was a particularly gruesome touch, by the way.”


“It’s not about you, Syd,” Marsh said calmly. “If I wasn’t protected by the crucible, he would have come after me.”


“So you’re saying I shouldn’t take it personally?” she countered, exasperated. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”


Marsh walked to her and took both of her hands. “Take it any way you want,” he said softly. “But take the crucible.”


Sydney was ready to argue, but when she looked into Marsh’s eyes, she softened. He had that kind of effect on her.


She touched his cheek with genuine affection and said, “I can’t do that.”


“Yeah, you can. I don’t want you to be in danger when it’s me he’s after.”


“And that’s why you have to keep it,” Sydney said. “If he went after me like that, I can’t imagine what he’d do to you.”


Marsh pulled Sydney toward him and the two kissed.


Marsh then reached into the pocket of his hoodie and pulled out the golden orb that contained the blood of Alexander the Great. He held it out to Sydney and whispered, “Please. Take it.”


Sydney shook her head and pushed it away. “I can’t. I love you.”


“I love you too. That’s why you have to.”


“Stop!” Cooper shouted, exasperated. “Take it. No, you take it. I love you. I love you more. Kissy-kissy. Jeez. If I weren’t already dead, I’d have to kill myself just so I could roll over in my grave.”


Sydney squinted at her brother. “You’d think death would have made you less obnoxious.”


“Sorry,” Coop shot back. “And speaking of obnoxious, I don’t know what freaks me out more, Damon showing up or you two being all lovey. So strange.”


“Said the ghost,” Sydney said sarcastically.


Cooper and Sydney may have looked alike, with their dark hair and blue eyes, but their polar opposite styles usually put them at each other’s throats. Coop’s death did nothing to change that. Though Cooper was a spirit, Marsh looked more like the sore thumb with his blond hair and brown eyes.


The three were in the living room of Marsh’s house in the suburban town of Stony Brook, Connecticut. It was a home that had always been so comfortable. So normal. It was a safe haven for Marsh until a malevolent spirit had turned it into a house of horrors.


“This is a no-brainer,” Coop declared. “There’s one crucible and two of you, so just stay together. You’re practically joined at the hip anyway.”


“You don’t … watch us, do you?” Sydney asked with disgust.


“Give me a break,” Cooper shot back. “Like I don’t have enough to deal with.”


“That’s not practical,” Marsh said, and held out the golden ball to Sydney. “When we’re together, we’ll be fine. When we’re apart, Sydney keeps it.”


“But I won’t,” Sydney argued.


“Give it to me,” Cooper ordered, and tried to grab it, but his hand traveled through Marsh’s like a beam of light passing through a solid object.


“Damn,” he said in frustration. “Can this get any older?”


Marsh and Sydney were the only two beings in the Light who could see Cooper. To them he appeared the same as any other person, though he was anything but.


“Forget the crucible,” Sydney exclaimed as she pulled Marsh toward the couch. “It can’t protect either of us forever. This is about Damon.”


“Agreed,” Marsh said.


The two sat close to each other. Sydney kept a firm grip on Marsh’s hand out of affection … and for security. Her nerves were still frayed.


“I’m way ahead of the curve on this,” Coop declared. “I’ll handle Damon.”


“That gives me exactly zero confidence,” Sydney said coldly.


“Let’s hear what he has to say,” Marsh offered.


Sydney bit her tongue and forced a smile.


“Okay, Mr. Afterlife,” she said to Cooper. “How exactly are you going to ‘handle’ Damon?”


Cooper had already shared with them the entire story of his adventures with Damon in the Black. There were no secrets between them.


“First I have to find him,” Cooper began. “I have no idea where he is.”


“So much for being ahead of the curve,” Sydney said.


Coop ignored her and continued, “I haven’t seen him since his army was sucked into the Blood, but I’ve seen the damage he’s caused since. The guy wants revenge. On me. That much is obvious from the way he busted up my vision in the Black.”


“How did he do that if his army was sent to the Blood?” Marsh asked.


“I don’t know,” Coop admitted. “And I don’t know what happened to the spirits who were with me … my grand­father, Maggie Salinger, Zoe, and—”


“And my mother,” Marsh said.


“Yeah. They’re just … gone. Damon must be responsible, but as to where they are … your guess is as good as mine.”


Sydney suggested, “Maybe he took them to his own vision.”


“Okay, I lied. Your guess isn’t as good as mine,” Cooper said curtly. “I told you, his vision doesn’t exist anymore. The Watchers took it from him. Damon’s flying loose somewhere.”


“Maybe they all moved on to the next life,” Marsh offered hopefully. “You know, the place you go after the Black?”


Coop squinted at him. “Do you really think that happened?”


Marsh thought for a moment. “No.”


Coop said, “I think Damon knows exactly where they are so he can use them to get what he wants.”


“The poleax,” Sydney declared.


“Yeah, the poleax,” Coop confirmed. “For that he needs you, Ralph.”


“But I don’t know where his sword is!” Marsh declared with frustration.


“Maybe not, but he thinks you can find it.”


“That’s insane,” Marsh grumbled.


Sydney asked, “And what happens if Damon gets it?”


Coop took a tired breath and turned serious. “The guy has something to prove. He feels as though he was never given his due as a general in Alexander’s army and wants a second chance.”


“To do what?” Sydney asked. “When did he fight for Alexander? Two thousand years ago?”


“Doesn’t matter,” Coop said quickly. “Time has no meaning in the Black. You can find spirits who lived yesterday or centuries ago. For all I know, Alexander himself is still floating around someplace and Damon wants to show him what a bad little soldier-boy he can really be.”


“But why does he need that sword to prove that?” Marsh asked.


“That weapon holds the spiritual power of all those he killed in life. He can use it to tear open another Rift between the Light and the Black. Between the living and the dead. The Black is a very real place, but the spirits are … spirits. Not flesh and blood. I think for Damon to prove himself as a warrior, he’ll have to do it here in the Light against living soldiers.”


“So he wants to tear open a new Rift, come into the Light, and start a war?” Sydney asked. “Won’t he be, like, two thousand years out of his league?”


“I don’t know, Sydney,” Coop said impatiently. “Maybe he’ll get his ass kicked, but that’s not the point. Can you imagine if a doorway was created between two worlds so that spirits could come back to reclaim their lives? There are millions of spirits in the Black. Billions. What would happen if the dam opened up and the Light was overrun by its own history?”


The three fell silent, imagining the possibility.


Marsh finally said, “Armageddon.”


“Something like that,” Coop agreed. “That’s why the Watchers gave me the ability to be seen by you guys. My being here is totally against the way things work, but it seems like it’s fallen on us to stop Damon.”


Marsh said, “Because I’m the one he’s coming after to find the poleax.”


“And he killed me to get to you,” Coop added. “Let’s not forget that.”


Sydney asked, “Why don’t the Watchers stop him?”


“I think the only thing they can do is send him to the Blood, but that’s the last thing they want because it’ll put Damon back together with his army. No, they want Damon destroyed, and I don’t think they have that ability.”


“And we do?” Sydney asked.


“Not ‘we.’ Me. I’m a spirit. I can move through the Black and use one of those spirit-killing swords on that bastard. That’s how this is going to end. It’s the only way it can end.”


“So what are we supposed to do?” Sydney asked.


“Nothing,” Cooper answered quickly. “I mean it. Nothing. Stay together and keep the crucible with you. As long as you two have that thing, Damon is powerless over you.”


“No,” Marsh said flatly.


Cooper shot him a quick, surprised look. “What do you mean ‘no’? I told you—”


Marsh stood up to face his friend. “I heard what you said, Coop. I get it. But I’m not going to sit around doing nothing. None of this would have happened if my mother hadn’t gone digging around under that temple and destroyed the first crucible.”


“So what?” Coop shot back. “This is serious, Ralph. We’re not playing army.”


“Do you really think I’m playing?”


“No, I don’t,” Coop said, backing down. “But I mean, c’mon, you’re in way over your head.”


“I’ll be the judge of that,” Marsh said quickly.


Coop walked away from Marsh, his mind racing, trying to come up with the right thing to say.


“Look,” he said sharply. “I may be a spirit but I can’t be hunting for Damon in the Black and babysitting you at the same time.”


“I don’t need a babysitter,” Marsh said, bristling.


“No? How many times did I bail your butt out when Damon was coming after you?”


“This is as much my battle as it is yours,” Marsh said through gritted teeth. “You may think I’m still a little kid that you have to coax into trusting himself, but things have changed.”


“I’m sorry, Marsh,” Cooper said, softening. “I know you’ve been through a lot and you aren’t the same guy you were before and blah, blah, blah, but this is way more important than you trying to prove something to yourself.”


“Do not put me in the same category as Damon,” Marsh snapped.


“That’s not what I meant—”


“I don’t care what you meant. I’m telling you that I’m going to do what I can to make this right. You’re just running around like you always do, thinking you can handle anything. Well, you can’t. Damon got you. He killed you, remember? You’re in as far over your head as I am. The only difference is that you won’t admit it.”


The two stood toe-to-toe, neither backing down.


“Okay, Ralph,” Coop said coldly. “I’m going to the Black to track down and kill a demon. What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to find Ennis Mobley,” Marsh said with authority.


“Why?” Coop asked with surprise.


“You haven’t thought of everything, Coop. You never do. There were six crucibles. One was broken in Damon’s tomb when my mother and Ennis found it. The second one I broke. Your grandfather broke the third in the Black. The fourth I’ve got right here, and the fifth is protecting the poleax, which is why Damon can’t find it himself. That leaves one more. If these things have as much power over Damon as you say, I think we should try to find it, and who has a better chance of knowing where it is than the guy who found them all in the first place?”


Coop started to argue, but held back.


Sydney smiled. “He’s got you there, spirit boy.”


“All right,” Coop said. “Go for it. But stay close to my sister. And keep that crucible with you. I don’t want to have to come back here to save either of you. Again.”


“Just worry about yourself,” Marsh said coldly.


A colorful, swirling mist appeared behind Cooper.


“What I’m worried about is ending this, and there’s only one way that can happen. Damon has to be destroyed.”


“So stop talking and find him,” Sydney called out.


Cooper took a step backward and disappeared into the mist.


Marsh and Sydney stared wide-eyed at the colorful cloud as it quickly vanished.


“Well,” Sydney said with a sigh. “That went well.”


“Here,” Marsh said, holding out the crucible.


Sydney pushed his hand aside and wrapped her arms around his neck. Marsh hugged her close.


“You know the strangest part?” she asked.


“There’s more?” Marsh asked with mock surprise.


Sydney chuckled. “Something good has actually come out of this.”


“Enlighten me. Please.”


“If none of this had happened, I’d still think you were a geek.”


Marsh smiled.


“Actually,” Sydney added. “I still think you’re a geek, but now you’re my geek.”


“Good … I think.”


“I love the way you’re stepping up,” she said, turning serious. “But I also know how scared you are.”


Marsh shrugged but didn’t disagree.


“We’re in this together, Seaver,” Sydney said. “I have no idea how this will play out but there’s one thing I’m sure of: If my brother is going to finish Damon, then somewhere, somehow, he’s going to need your help … and you’re going to need mine.”


She leaned forward and the two kissed.


Marsh held her close, enjoying the last few seconds of sanity before their lives would, once again, be turned inside out.
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In spite of his bold promises, Cooper had no idea where to begin his quest.


Though he had all of time and history at his disposal, he felt as if he had to work fast. Damon was a brilliant tactician and Coop had no doubt that he had already formed a plan. The fact that he had resurfaced and gone after Sydney proved it. Damon was very much back in business. In desperation Coop began by trying to track down the spirits that had disappeared. He had no doubt that they would somehow factor into Damon’s plan, and finding them was crucial.


He first went to the vision of Marsh’s mother, Ree Seaver, the spiritual leader of the Guardians of the Rift. From Marsh’s house in the Light he stepped through the veil between lives, between the Light and the Black, and entered Grand Central Terminal. Or what was left of it after the battle between Damon’s soldiers and the Guardians. Nothing had changed since he was there last. The vision of the 1970s’ version of the train terminal was a wreck. A bombed-out war zone. The train engine that had jumped the track and crashed into the passenger concourse still stood amid the rubble of crushed granite and cement. The entrance to the building was destroyed. The vintage army tank that had caused so much damage still stood where it had fired on the Guardians during the battle. There was an eerie quiet that made the tumultuous scene appear that much more impossible.


Coop walked to the center of the promenade, kicking through the remains of the pulverized information booth, to confirm that the Rift into the Light that Damon had cut centuries before was indeed no longer there. Seeing the empty floor where the Rift once existed was the only visible proof of the Guardian’s victory.


As he stood in the center of that cavernous building, he was overwhelmed by a sense of emptiness. Ree was gone. The Guardians were gone. It was a dead, abandoned vision. As forlorn a feeling as that was, the fact that it still existed gave him hope. If her vision was there he felt certain that Ree’s spirit still existed in the Black. Somewhere.


Cooper descended the stairs to the subway tracks beneath the terminal where Ree’s private rail car stood. Empty. There was nothing there to give him any ideas about where else to search for her. He thought of walking to the warehouse where the Guardians had first captured him and Maggie, but knew what he would find there. Nothing. Wherever Ree Seaver was, it wasn’t in her own vision.


He thought of Zoe, the daughter of Adeipho, Damon’s enemy. With one step he left the train car and stepped onto a rocky beach on the shore of a calm ocean. The air was warm, the sky brilliant blue, and the sun hot and welcoming. He turned to see that he was in an ancient fishing village somewhere in Greece. Coop figured it had to be the vision of where Zoe lived in the Light when Adeipho fought alongside Damon a few centuries before the year zero. It wasn’t much more than a collection of crudely constructed huts surrounded by palm trees. The tranquil beach was scattered with small wooden boats and jumbles of fishing nets.


What Coop didn’t see … was people. Like Grand ­Central, this vision was empty. As much as his curiosity tempted him to explore the village, Coop didn’t know enough about Zoe to know what clues to look for that might help him find her. Instead he thought of his grandfather.


With one step he was back in the familiar front yard of Eugene Foley. It was a cool fall day, just like always. The autumn-colored trees swayed in a slight breeze. The scene wasn’t as eerie as the others, for Gramps didn’t normally have other people populating his vision. His white farmhouse and tomato garden looked as inviting and normal as always … except that Gramps wasn’t there. Coop was about to walk up to the house, when he glanced to the house next door. Maggie’s house. He turned and headed for it, vaulting over the split rail fence that separated the two properties.


When he came down on the other side, he had made the transition from his grandfather’s vision to Maggie’s. The sky had grown darker and the season had made the transformation from fall to early winter. The colorful leaves were gone and a chilly wind rustled Coop’s hair as he stood between Maggie’s house and the barn where her parents had died.


“Hey!” he yelled, not expecting an answer.


It struck him that since he had communicated with the Watcher in Damon’s lost vision, he hadn’t seen any other Watcher in the Black. Anywhere. He didn’t expect them to be observing empty visions, but he had hoped they were still looking out for him. He glanced around, wishing he would see one of the dark-clad figures standing in the distance in their usual pose, silently observing.


Nobody was there. They had asked for his help and then left him on his own.


Coop strode toward Maggie’s house, not at all sure what it was he was looking for. Damon had done something with these spirits, of that he was sure. Was it for revenge? Or part of a devious plan for a counterattack? The sickening truth was, it was probably both.


Coop was about to climb the stairs that led to Maggie’s porch, when his foot crunched on something that sounded like broken glass. He lifted his shoe to see the remains of the vessel that had once contained the blood of Alexander the Great. It was one of the six crucibles that were created by ancient priests upon Alexander’s death as a curse to keep Damon from coming back through the Rift. The crucibles had done their job for a few thousand years.


Cooper knelt down and picked up one of the larger pieces. It was all that was left of the crucible that had protected the Rift in Ree’s vision. He and Maggie had stolen it to try and force the Guardians into a battle with Damon and his soldiers. Instead Coop’s plan backfired and Damon demanded that he break it or he would kill Marsh and ­Sydney. Coop would have smashed it to save his sister and best friend, but never got the chance. His grandfather had taken that difficult decision away and broken it himself … right there in front of Maggie’s house.


Coop examined a sharp piece of golden glass. It had a streak of blood inside that had already dried to a dark brown. It was a gruesome artifact … that reminded him of another grisly relic. Thousands of years before, in their final battle in the Light, Damon had severed Adeipho’s ear and kept the flesh as a barbaric memento. Damon had given the ghastly artifact to Cooper, telling him that it had a strong connection with Adeipho (obviously) and by using it Coop would be able to track down Adeipho’s spirit.


The crucible had a strong connection with Damon. It had been one of the items that had cursed him for centuries. Was it possible? Would the connection between Damon and the crucible be strong enough to track him down? Coop clutched the glass, feeling the sharp edges digging into his palm. He closed his eyes and thought of Damon, his two sharp teeth and his malevolent laugh. Without opening his eyes he stood up and took a step.


The air grew instantly colder and the sky went dark. Cooper opened his eyes to see that he had arrived in another vision. One he had never been to and wasn’t familiar with.


He couldn’t help but smile. The hunt was on.


He stuck the glass shard into his jeans pocket and made a slow turn to see that he was in a dense pine forest. A sharp wind blasted through the trees, whipping the branches about and kicking up leaves that danced through the air. The sky was clear and the moon was full, which made it easy to see. The challenge was to know which way to go and what to look for. He wasn’t about to shout out: “Hello? Damon? Ready or not, here I come!”


Rather than pick a random direction that might have taken him the wrong way, he folded his arms and listened. Within seconds his patience was rewarded when he heard the faint sound of music. It was a single flute playing a soft, sad solo.


“Gotcha,” Coop said, and headed toward the sound.


Moving through the trees was no problem. The moon offered plenty of light. With each step he grew closer to the source of the mysterious, haunting tune while his mind raced ahead to what he might find when he reached it. He didn’t know where he was, or when he was. Whose vision was this? Most important, why was Damon there? For all Coop knew, Damon had armies hidden throughout the Black. The vision could have been a staging area for a massive counterattack and he could have been walking into a situation that he had no hope of handling without one of the black spirit-killing swords. If he’d had any other option, he would have taken it.


Within minutes he came to the edge of a clearing and a small village that was surrounded by a low stone wall. The collection of huts within the circle were constructed with stone and earth. They were circular and had thatched roofs that came to a tall point. Wherever he was, it didn’t look like a vision from the twenty-first century. Or the twentieth. The structures were ancient-looking. Unlike the previous visions he had searched, this vision was very much alive, that much he could tell from the smoke that curled up and out of holes in the points of the roofs that acted as crude chimneys. Rather than the welcoming smell of burning wood, Coop was hit with an odor that was more like scorched earth.


Man, what are they burning? he thought. Old shoes?


The haunting flute song continued, luring him deeper into the ancient village. He scrambled over the stone wall, passed one hut, and entered a loose circle of similar huts that were clustered around a stone well. A wooden two-wheeled cart stood nearby with an empty yoke for a horse or ox. Wooden buckets were scattered about, along with piles of black chunks that looked like dried cow pies. There were no people, though most of the huts had a warm glow coming from within, which meant that the town was populated but had closed up for the night.


The music was coming from a hut on the far side of the circle. Coop followed it like a moth drawn to a candle. He thought of walking up to the wooden door and knocking but wanted to know what he was getting himself into first, so he moved cautiously around to the side of the hut to try and get a peek inside. He circled the round structure, looking for a window that would allow him to peer inside, but there were none.


He had come all the way around to the front and was about to reach the door when—


“Stop there!” came a threatening shout.


Coop froze, and before he could react, strong hands grabbed him from behind, trapping him in a bear hug. Coop struggled to get free but it was no use. The powerful attacker was in charge. He whipped Cooper around and brought him face-to-face with a massive, bearded man in peasant clothing.


“Who be ya?” the man in front of Coop bellowed through green-stained teeth.


Cooper was too stunned to think of a clever answer. “I … I’m just passing through” was all he managed to say.


“Passin’ through?” the man repeated mockingly. “And ya just so happened to come right to the home of Riagan?”


“Uh … yeah. I mean, I followed the music.”


Cooper couldn’t move, which meant he couldn’t step away and leave the vision. He was totally at the mercy of these men. While one held Cooper tight, the other strode to the door and pounded it with his fist. Instantly the flute music stopped.


“Come,” a voice commanded from inside.


The huge man pushed open the door, and Coop was wrestled inside by the other. Fighting back would have been futile so he didn’t even try.


“We found another,” the man in front announced.


Sitting on a tall bench on the far side of the hut was the musician. He was an old man with long gray hair and rough-hewn brown clothes. In his hand was a wooden recorder. He too had a beard but looked cleaner and more put together than the two beasts who had jumped Coop. He gave Cooper an appraising look, then nodded to the others.


“Be still, Maedoc,” he said calmly. “I will be honoring his visit.”


The taller man, Maedoc, gave Cooper an angry glance, then nodded to the guy who was holding him, and Coop was roughly shoved across the room.


Coop managed to stay on his feet and whip around, ready to fight, but the sight of the two hulking men wearing ratty clothes and looking like they had the kind of strength that came from a lifetime of heavy work made him think twice about doing anything stupid.


“We stand ready,” Maedoc said.


“Thank you,” the musician replied.


The two men left, reluctantly, throwing angry glares back at Cooper.


Cooper smiled and waved back. He then took a quick scan of the hut.


A fire burned in the center, directly under the ventilation hole in the roof. Crude wooden furniture was scattered about. There was a table and a chair that looked as if a heavy weight had landed and destroyed them. The legs were splayed and the wood was freshly splintered.


Something had happened in that hut. Something violent.


Coop continued to turn slowly until his eyes set on something that appeared out of place. A long wooden table was set up along one wall, and was loaded with the makings of an incredible feast. There were wooden bowls brimming with fruit, loaves of freshly baked bread, bunches of succulent vegetables, crackling roasted meats, and pitchers filled with wine. A candle burned at either end, adding a touch of elegance. Running parallel to this table and pushed right against it was another. It might have been a bench for sitting except for the fact that it was on the same level as the ­brimming table. This second table was empty except for a single pillow on one end, as if ready for a corpulent king to recline and partake of the incredible feast.


It was an incongruous display of abundance in the peasant­like hut.


“You having a party?” Coop asked.


The old man glanced to the table and snickered. He put the recorder down on the bench and walked to the fire.


“Forgive the rough treatment,” he said politely with a thick Irish accent. “They be protecting me. Me name is ­Riagan, though I suppose you already be knowing that.”


“What are they protecting you from?” Coop asked. “Hungry neighbors?”


Riagan glanced at the feast and frowned. “That feast be the last thing me neighbors be wanting. Those coming here seek something far different, but they be wasting their time, as be you.”


He tossed a flat brick of black earth onto the fire, making sparks fly. Coop cringed. It was a chunk of that cow-flop-looking stuff he saw in piles outside that was burning and producing the foul smell that permeated the village.


“I’m searching too,” Coop said. “Not for food, for a man.”


Riagan gave Coop a sad smile. “Course you be,” he said, sounding tired. “They all be. But I have to be telling ya the same as I told ’em all: He no longer be here.”


Coop’s heart sank. The glass shard had led him to the right place, but too late.


“Wait,” Coop said. “Other people are looking for him?”


“Surprised are ya?” Riagan said. “People been coming here for generations, from every corner of the Black and every type of vision there be. Same as when we lived in the Light. They all be after the same thing … that no longer be here.”


The man sat back down on his bench and picked up his recorder. “So you might as well go back to where you came from and make way for the next poor soul I’ll be having to disappoint.”


He started to play again, but Coop ran in front of him.


“Whoa, wait. What do you think I’m looking for?”


The old man shrugged. “Redemption? Salvation? Call it what you like. All be the same.”


Coop’s mind raced.


“No, it isn’t,” Coop said. “We’re talking about two different things.”


“I think not,” the old man said, irritated. “The only reason anyone be coming here is to seek me brother.”


Coop took a surprised step back. “Damon’s your brother?”


“Damon?” Riagan said, confused. “Me brother’s name is Brennus. He goes by no other.”


Cooper backed away from Riagan, scanning the hut, trying to understand what it was he had stumbled onto.


“I … I don’t get it,” Coop mumbled. He felt the sharp shard of glass from the crucible in his pocket. “Damon must have come here.”


“Perhaps this Damon be seeking Brennus as well,” Riagan replied. “Many pass this way. I never learn all the names. Turning them back be my fate now, and I suppose it be deserved. It be a penance I been paying for longer than I care to remember.”


“That must be it,” Coop declared. “Damon was here, maybe looking for your brother. He must have, or why else would the crucible have led me here?”


“I know of no crucible.”


“Damon was a warrior,” Coop explained, his excitement growing. “From ancient Macedonia. He’s short and stocky. His face is covered with scars. And, oh yeah, major detail: His two front teeth are sharpened to points.”


Riagan’s eyes widened with understanding … and fear. He backed off the bench, knocking it over as if trying to get as far away from Cooper as possible.


“That devil be the one you seek?” he asked fearfully.


“So he was here!” Cooper exclaimed.


“Aye!” Riagan replied. “When he learned Brennus was here no longer, he turned into a wild man. Certain he was that I be holding back the truth, but on whatever small scrap of honor I be keeping, I swore to him I know not where me brother has gone.”


“Let me guess. Damon didn’t like that.”


“Flew into a rage, he did,” Riagan said, pointing to the damaged furniture. “Threatened to end me if I did not speak the truth, but I told him I’d be welcoming the end rather than having to spend another second in this cursed vision. I begged him to lead me that way.”
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