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      Darkness.  It was a darkness so thick Nena could almost feel it.  She stood in the middle of that bleak, shadowy world and looked around her at the nothingness.

      “Hello?” she called out.

      Nena winced when her own voice came back, but it was distorted.  There was a cruel cut to the edges of her words like a bitter flavor unexpectedly found within a sweet one.  A part of the shadowy world shifted like a black whirlpool in front of her.  She took a step forward, but froze.

      Her eyes had caught sight of a shadowy form within the bleak darkness.  She squinted and followed the outline of a black overcoat that reached to the ground.  Atop the high collar of the coat was a deathly pale neck, and above that a skull mask covered the features of a young man.  The mask couldn’t hide the person’s sunken eyes that glowed like cooling coals in a once-blazing fire.

      “Hello, Nena,” the person called to her.

      Her still heart would have stopped beating if it could.  Nena turned and fled in the opposite direction, but at a few steps she saw the same figure standing at the same distance in from her.

      She stumbled back and shook her head.  “No. . .go away.  Just go away!”

      The figure reached up and, with black gloves, removed the mask.  The face beneath it was that of her father.  He smiled at her.  “I can’t go away, Nena, not yet.  We both have things we must do.”

      She balled her hands into fists at her side and glared at him.  “You’re not my dad!  You’re not him!”

      His face fell.  A deep sorrow replaced the smile.  He drew back his arm and tossed the mask at her.  The facade hit the floor on its face and slid across to stop near her feet.  She looked down and her eyes widened.  Beneath the mask lay her own face.

      Nena’s eyes flew open and she sat up.  She was on her bed in her bland room within the bowels of the Agency.  She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered as a chill settled over her already cold body.

      “What the hell was that?” she whispered.

      The hour was after evening, so Nena slipped out of bed and into her clothes.  She walked out of her room with her head clutched in her hand as the dream haunted her thoughts.  Her distracted mind meant she wasn’t watching where she was going and walked into a hard object.

      A strong pair of hands grasped her shoulders and kept her from falling.  She whipped her head up and found herself staring into the teasing eyes of Jack.

      “You could get somebody killed that way,” he teased.

      She shook herself and scattered the cobwebs on her thoughts.  “Sorry.  I guess I was just distracted.”

      “I bet I have a better distraction.  Pete wants us to meet him in his room for a little debriefing on the ‘project’ he’s been working on,” Jack revealed.

      Nena blinked up at him.  “What project?”

      He jerked his head down the hall.  “Come on and I’ll show you.”  He strode down the hall.

      Nena remained in place and furrowed her brow.  “Jack?”

      He paused and half-turned to her.  “Yeah?”

      She looked at the floor and bit her lower lip.  “Can. . .can Death Touched dream?”

      He arched an eyebrow.  “I don’t know.  Have you been dreaming?”

      She ran a hand through her hair and shook her head.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know what it was.”

      Jack pursed his lips and walked back to her.  He set his hands on her shoulders so that she looked up into his concerned eyes.  “What’d you see?”

      She bit her lower lip.  “I. . .I think D-that is, I think Death came to see me.”

      Jack’s expression darkened.  “In the Agency?”

      She shook her head.  “No, in my dream.  At least, I think it was a dream.  I was standing in this black place and I felt like I was suffocating, but then I heard his cane tapping, and he was standing right there smiling at me.”

      Jack furrowed his brow.  “Did he say anything to you?”

      Nena shrugged.  “Just something about me having a job to do.”  Jack stiffened.  She frowned as she studied him.  “Do you know what he was talking about?”

      Her friend shook himself and smiled at her, but she didn’t feel any warmth from it.  “It’s nothing, but come on.  Pete doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      They hurried down the white halls and to the scratched door.  The pair stepped inside to find their pale friend at his laptop.  Jack walked over to his side, but Nena paused and looked at the ground.  The floor was littered with bits of skin and claws.

      She pointed at the strange items.  “What are-”

      There came a sound above them like tiny little screeches and a hole appeared in the thin white styrofoam ceiling tile.  Bits of flesh fell through the hole and created another pile of junk on the floor.

      “So Scratch is curious, huh?” Jack mused.

      Pete nodded.  “Yes, and persistent.  He continues to send small robots designed to record audio and video.”

      “Do we have enough time to talk?”

      “Yes.  There is a delay of five minutes between demon hordes.”

      “Good.”

      Nena wrinkled her nose.  “Demon hordes?”

      “Scratch’s little minions who hide in the ducts trying to listen in when the electronic devices fail,” Jack explained as he glanced up at Nena.  “You wanted to know what we found out, right?”

      She met his gaze with her own unblinking one and nodded.  “Yes.  I don’t want to be useless anymore.”

      “Then you should know there’s a third partner in all of this, the president of the Rogue Rouge company, a guy by the name of Gegner,” Jack revealed.

      She arched an eyebrow as she glanced from one of her companions to the other.  “But how do you know that?  I thought all the information we gathered from that company was destroyed by the Owl.”

      Jack grinned and jerked his head at Peter.  “Pete here is a master at making backups and his silver pieces are the best place to hide the pin drive.  That was one of the reasons we needed to get them back so bad.”

      Peter paused and looked up at him with a frown.  “Among others.”

      Jack smiled and nodded.  “Among others,” he agreed.

      “And what does ‘Gegner’ mean?” she asked them.

      “It means ‘adversary’ in German,” Jack told her.  “Whoever he is, he’s the one pulling most of the strings in this Project Endzeit.”

      “So he’s my dad’s-so he’s Death’s lieutenant?” she guessed.

      He nodded.  “It seems that way.  He must be a cool customer because all we can get out of the information from both Matt and the Rouge is that Project Endzeit and the Ley Lines are somehow connected.”  Jack noticed that Nena was still and that she stared ahead.  “Something wrong?”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and looked to him.  “Is it. . .can a virus move across the Ley Lines?”

      He shook his head.  “No.  The Ley Lines are used only by souls.”

      “But what if the soul is the thing infected?” she persisted.

      Jack’s eyes widened as he lifted his head to stare at the wall in front of them.  “My god. . .”

      A bitter snort escaped her lips.  “If only he was involved.”

      Jack whipped his head down to Peter.  “Is this infection something that can be started at one end of the Lines?  Like by Owl or another programmer?”

      Pete leaned back and furrowed his brow.  “I cannot be sure.  If someone is attaching a virus to souls at any point in the Lines then it is the first I have heard of this being possible.”

      “What might keep it from happening?” Jack asked him.

      Peter shook his head.  “A number of possible and theoretical difficulties.  There is the trouble in affixing anything onto a soul, and then there is the Ley Lines themselves.  In my brief stay within their paths I recall feeling as though I was surrounded by a great pressure.  If anything artificial were to be created that would attach to a soul, it would need a great deal of strength to it in a physical sense.”

      Jack frowned.  “Strength like weaponry strength?”

      Peter nodded.  “That could certainly be applied in this case, though all of this is pure speculation.”

      “So you think maybe Archimedes might have had a hand in developing some of this stuff?” Jack asked him.

      “That is certainly plausible.”

      “But he’s dead now, so do we have anything else to worry about?” Nena pointed out.

      Jack frowned and glanced down at his friend.  “Can you get the surveillance footage for when Archimedes was killed?”

      Peter’s fingers flew across the keyboard.  “In a moment.”

      A media player window popped open on the screen and revealed the parking garage.  The time stamp showed it was twenty seconds before Archimedes would arrive.  Azazel walked into view and stopped facing the garage entrance.  She folded her arms and glanced up at the camera with a smile and gave a wink.

      Jack frowned.  “She knew we’d be watching this.”

      The door swung open and Archimedes stumbled out.  He saw Azazel and froze.  “I-I can’t stay.  I can’t betray them any more.”

      Azazel chuckled.  “I’m here to lead you out of here.”  She raised her hand and faced her open palm toward him.  A red ball of swirling flames appeared an inch in front of her palm.

      Archimedes shook his head and took a step back.  “No.  No!  Please no!”

      He spun around and reached for the door.  Azazel fired off her ball of fire.  It hit him in the back, and for one brief moment they witnessed his last look of terror before the fireball consumed his body, leaving only the charred circle on the ground.

      Jack pursed his lips and shook his head.  “Damn.  I didn’t see anything.”

      Nena frowned and glanced at her companions.  “Have either of you ever seen Azazel use that fireball on a human before?”

      Peter nodded.  “Yes, some years ago when she captured me.  I had revealed my levitation abilities and a human witnessed our fight.  When we were finished she destroyed him with one of those fireballs.”

      “And what was left of him?” she persisted.

      He furrowed his brow.  “I do not recall anything other than ash.”

      “So there wasn’t a black spot on the floor?” Nena asked him.

      A crooked smile slipped onto Jack’s lips as he looked across Peter’s back at Nena.  “That’s my girl.”

      Peter glanced over both of his shoulders and arched an eyebrow.  “If I have this correctly, you are both assuming that the remains of Archimedes are in fact those of a formerly human employee used as a sacrifice to hide the fact that Archimedes is in fact alive.”

      “This stacks up with the rest of the info we’ve gathered.  He’d be too valuable to kill,” Jack mused.

      “But why would they want to lie about him being dead?” Nena asked her companions.

      Jack furrowed his brow as he shook his head.  “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”
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      “But how?” Nena persisted.

      Jack opened his mouth, but a slight screech sounded over the intercom outside the room.  Azazel’s voice echoed up and down the hall.  “Mr. O’Kent and company, will you please report to Mr. Scratch’s office immediately.  Thank you.”

      “Looks like our little investigation will have to wait,” Jack mused as he straightened.  His eyes flickered between his companions.  “Now remember, be on your guard.  If we could save our information, then I’d bet the field that old Scratch did, too, so he’s just as privy to what we know.”

      The group left Peter’s room and made the trip down to the lowest floor where Scratch waited for them in his office.   He sat in his chair with Azazel seated on the edge of the desk in front of him.  In her hand was a large vanilla folder.

      “What’s up?” Jack asked them.

      “We have a job for you,” she announced as she held out the folder.

      Jack took it and flipped open the front.  He scanned the contents and arched an eyebrow before his eyes flickered up to the pair of bosses before them.  “What do a bunch of dead businessmen have to do with the Agency’s mission?”

      “They’re all board members from the same company, one we’ve been watching closely as their dealings in the Dark Market have grown exponentially over the last five years,” Azazel explained.

      “The Dark Market?” Nena repeated.

      “It’s where forbidden objects such as books and medallions are passed from hand-to-hand,” Azazel told her.  “Those items would include books of magical spells, talismans that can revive a human body, and the like.”

      “Things that Scratch gave to his pets who handed it down to their lackeys through the ages,” Jack spoke up.

      A small smile slipped onto Scratch’s lips.  “Yes, another positive side-effect of my dealings in the mortal world.”

      “How’s that positive?” Nena questioned him.

      “Commerce, my dear girl.  My trinkets have created a thriving market,” he pointed out.

      Jack glared at him.  “Yeah, it’s a great benefit to the world to create zombies and death curses, but the Dark Market is something that the Parasquad usually manages.  Why should we care?”

      Scratch leaned back and pressed the tips of his fingers together as the humor fled from his face.  “Because of the rather unusual way the two gentlemen were murdered.”

      Azazel nodded to the folder he held.  “Flip to the photographs in the back.”

      Jack did as he was told and his friends gathered on either side of him.  He reached the end where there were a half dozen crime scene photos.  Nena gasped and covered her mouth with her hand.

      Each photo showed a businessman lying on their backs with their open eyes staring lifelessly upward.  Their mouths were also open, and from them poured forth a large supply of thick black tar.  The liquid oozed down their chins and covered the pavement beneath them.

      “The official coroner’s report is that the men died from drowning,” Azazel told them.

      Nena looked up from the horrible sight and lowered her hand.  “In the middle of the street?”

      She folded her arms over chest and grinned.  “Yes, and the liquid in which they drowned was ink.  We managed to get a sample of the ink and found it was full of large quantities of Corruption material.”

      “What happened to the bodies?” Jack asked her.

      “They were properly disposed of via cremation to prevent complete Corruption, but our concern is that these killings will continue and an instance will arise where we won’t have the means to prevent a typical burial,” she mused.

      “And I bet this is ruining that wonderful Dark Market,” Jack added.

      Scratch leaned back and furrowed his brow.  “There are murmurs among the more prominent dealers that there is a market-wide curse on high officials, but that is currently being squelched.  We wouldn’t want a panic that would arouse the suspicion of the normal human operations.”

      “Of course not,” Jack quipped as he shut the folder.  “So who do we talk to first about this?”

      “You have an appointment with the president of the company this evening at six,” Azazel told them.  “She has been informed that you are investigators brought in from outside the police department to handle the cases, and she’s already agreed to cooperate fully.”

      “Are we sure she isn’t the culprit?” he pointed out.

      Azazel smiled.  “We’ll leave that up to you.  That will be all.”

      The companions turned toward the doors, but Scratch’s voice stopped their leaving.  “Oh, there is one more thing.”  The group paused and half-turned to their boss.  His eyes flickered between them and a strained smile stretched his lips.  “It seems there’s been a few instances of destructive activity around Peter’s room.  You don’t happen to know anything about the damage, do you?”

      Jack grinned and shook his head.  “Not a thing, now if you’ll excuse us-” he held up the folder, “-we have a job to do.”

      They left the office and stepped into the elevator.  The doors closed and the elevator began its long ascent to the parking garage.

      Nena stood on Jack’s left with Peter on his right.  He stared straight ahead at the doors.  She glanced up at him and opened her mouth, but he pressed a finger to his lips before he pointed up at the right-hand corner above the number pad.  A small round white ball with a glass eye watched them.    Nena shut her mouth and stared ahead like the others.

      The elevator took them to the parking garage where they slipped into the dark sedan with Peter at the wheel and Jack as co-pilot.  Nena took the back seat.  They sped out of the garage and into the cool night air.

      She leaned forward between the seats.  “So when can we talk?”

      Jack glanced at Peter.  “Is the car clean?”

      Peter nodded.  “Yes.  I have destroyed all the microphones and listening devices.”

      “So you think Scratch knows that we know about the info?” she asked her companions.

      Jack chuckled.  “Definitely.  That question he asked was just a ‘friendly’ warning that he knows we have more info than we’re supposed to.”

      “So what do we do?” she wondered.

      Jack leaned back in his seat and opened the folder on his lap.  “Nothing.  Scratch doesn’t know how much we have, or even what we have, so that still gives us the advantage.”

      Nena nodded at the open folder in front of Jack.  “You think this is just a distraction?”

      He furrowed his brow as he flipped through the police case files on each of the three victims.  “I don’t know.  If the Corruption reports are true than we’re dealing with a Death Shadow that really hates a single business.”

      Peter’s eyes flickered to Jack.  “Perhaps there is another source for the Corruption.”

      Jack raised his head and frowned at him.  “I think the Death Shadow theory is bad enough, so let’s just stick with that one.  Besides, maybe it’s the Owl doing it, or maybe it’s that Merry Men hacker group doing a test-run with this virus.”

      “What other source would there be besides them?” Nena asked them.

      Jack closed the folder and shook his head.  “Nothing.  Anyway, there’s something rather unusual about the makeup of the board.”

      “What would that be?” Peter inquired.

      Jack held up the folder.  “According to these documents there were only four board members, and that’s counting the president.”

      Nena shrugged.  “What’s wrong with that number?  Bad luck in the Dark Market world?”

      “That means there’s no tie-breaker,” he pointed out.  “And I have a hard time believing they got along well enough that they didn’t need one.”

      “A silent partner?” Peter suggested.

      Jack gave a nod.  “That was my guess, and it might explain the murders.  Now step on it, Pete.  We’ve got an appointment to keep.”

      It was just before six o’clock when they reached the headquarters of the business.  The structure was located downtown, but the hour was after office hours so that there was very little traffic as they parked on the curb in front of their destination.  The name of the corporation was emblazoned in bright, electric letters on the front of the forty-floor building.

      “‘Agate Associates?’” Nena read aloud.

      Jack scanned the letters himself and chuckled.  “I guess they think it’s witty.”

      “Isn’t an agate just a rock?” she wondered.

      “A rock with historically powerful magic,” Peter told her.  “In ancient times witches harnessed that magic to cast curses on their enemies.”

      “So can they still use it?” she asked them.

      “Fortunately, they forget how to a couple of centuries ago,” Jack revealed as he opened his door.  “Otherwise, there’d be a Dark Market for that stuff alone.”

      They stepped out of the car and walked up the long, low steps to the front doors.  The lobby lights were on, but the electric doors didn’t open.  Jack knocked on the glass doors.  A hefty security guard with a speckling of donuts on his uniform stood from his seat behind a desk on their right and walked over.

      “What do you want?” he asked through a mouthful of the delicious confectionery treat.

      “We have an appointment to meet with a Miss Leticia Faye,” Jack told him.

      The guard scoffed.  “Do you, now?  She didn’t send any message down to the desk about it.”

      “Try looking for it underneath the donut crumbs,” Jack suggested.

      The guard stiffened and raised himself to his full, chubby height.  “I think you guys need to leave.  Right now.”

      Jack turned to Peter.  “Pete, care to do the honors?”

      Nena noticed a flicker of silver slip out from beneath Peter’s coat and slam through the bottom of the glass door.  They darted over to the desk and she watched in bemused horror as papers went flying.

      “What the-?” the guard yelped as he leapt back and inspected the tiny shards of glass on his side of the door.  He pressed his hand against the gun at his belt as he knelt down to study the strange phenomenon.  “What the hell happened here?”

      One of the many papers on the desk floated up and across the floor.  Nena noticed a sliver of silver stuck to the high corner before the piece dropped the paper a foot from the security guard.  The paper floated down and landed with a neat slide onto the floor in front of him.

      The man started back before he gawked at the paper.  He picked it up and examined the contents before he raised his wide eyes to the trio.  “T-this is the notice for your arrival.”

      “Then open the door,” Jack advised him.

      The security guard struggled to his feet and hurried over to his desk.  He paused and stared in befuddlement at the disarray before he pressed a button beneath the top.  The door slid open and the three stepped inside.  The man nodded at the elevators in front of them.

      “Miss Faye is near the top floor, thirty-nine,” he told them.

      “What’s on forty?” Jack asked him.

      He frowned at the inquiry.  “That’s none of your business, now go on up before I boot you out for trespassing.”

      Jack grinned and bowed his head before they set off for the elevators.
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      They stepped inside the metal box and Jack pressed the button for the thirty-ninth floor.  The doors closed and away they went.

      Nena stood between the two men and shifted uneasily.  “So if this company deals in-”

      “Unique items,” Jack interrupted.

      She snorted.  “That’s being kind.”

      He raised his eyes to a round ball in the upper corner of the elevator.  “Scratch isn’t the only one with eyes in the elevators.”

      “Oh, right,” Nena agreed as she cleared her throat.  “So if this company deals with ‘unique items’ than shouldn’t we be wearing-well, special protective gear or stuff like that?”

      “These businesses are usually manned with people who are too stupid to make their own coffee, much less manage the merchandise they sell,” Jack told her as he watched the numbers on the panel screen climb.  His face tensed the closer they came to their destination.  “But keep your guard up and your hand on your hip.”

      Nena’s hand settled on her hip which was covered by her coat.  Under the coat was hidden her special gun.  “But I thought this only worked on-well, you-know-what.”

      “You never know when those things will pop up,” he reminded her as the elevator stopped.

      The doors opened to reveal a small lobby with a long hall.  Pairs of doors stood on either side of the hall and each had ample distance between them.  At the end of the hall was another pair of doors, more ornate than the others.

      Jack nodded at the ornate doors.  “I believe that’s our destination.”

      They strode down the hall and had nearly reached the end when the last pair of doors on their left opened.  A burly man of sixty in a dark blue suit stepped out, and with him was a young man of thirty with jet-black hair.  The older gentleman had an arm around the shoulders of the other and there was a big smile stretched from chubby cheek to chubby cheek.  In his free hand was a fat, half-burnt cigar.  They were laughing at some missed joke.

      The pair paused to access the newcomers and the older man dropped his arm to peer with narrowed eyes at the trio.  “What are you doing here?  It’s after hours.”

      “We’re a special unit with the police department here to speak with Miss Faye,” Jack introduced them.

      “Oh,” the fat man mused as his demeanor changed from insolence to curious.  He looked them up and down, his gaze lingering longest on Nena.  “None of you are in uniform.”

      “It’s not mandatory,” Jack told him.

      The man scoffed and his belly jiggled in reply.  “A man outside of a suit is no man at all.”

      “I’m sure they’ll do their job fine without the suit,” the young man spoke up.  His voice was soft and soothing.

      The older man was placated, but he still stared at the group with doubt in his eyes.  “I suppose so.”

      The young
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